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REQUIEM FOR A WREN 


I shall never be friends again with roses; 

I shall loathe sweet tunes, where a note grown strong 
Relents and recoils, and climbs and closes, 

As a wave of the sea turned back by song. 
There are sounds where the soul’s delight takes fire, 
Face to face with its own desire; 
A delight that rebels, a desire that reposes; 

I shall hate sweet music my whole life long. 


The pulse of war and passion of wonder, 
The heavens that murmur, the sounds that shine, 
The stars that sing and the loves that thunder, 
The music burning at heart like wine, 
An armed archangel whose hands raise up 
All senses mixed in the spirit’s cup 
Till flesh and spirit are molten in sunder — 
These things are over, and no more mine. 


A.C. SWINBURNE 


CHAPTER ONE 


There was a layer of cumulus, about seven-tenths, with tops at about 
five thousand feet as we came to Essenden airport; we broke out of 
it at two thousand and we were on the circuit downwind, with the 
aerodrome on our starboard wing. I sat with my eyes glued to the 
window looking out at Melbourne, because this was my home town 
and I had been away five years. The hostess touched me on the arm 
and drew my attention from the scene, and told me to fasten my 
safety belt. I had not seen the sign light up. 

‘Sorry,’ I said. 

She smiled, and then she said quietly, ‘Would you like any help 
down the gangway, sir?’ 

I shook my head. ‘I’ll wait till the others are all off. I’m all right 
if I take my time.’ 

She nodded and moved on, courteous and efficient. I wondered 
how she knew that going downstairs was the tricky part; perhaps 
that was a feature of her training, or perhaps the hostesses on the 
machine from San Francisco had told her about me at Sydney. I 
turned back to the window to watch the approach to the runway 
and the landing, and I remained absorbed in the techniques till the 
machine came to a standstill at the terminal building and the engines 
came to rest. 

While the other passengers got off I sat at the window trying to 
see who was there to meet me. It was likely to be my father. I hadn’t 
given them much notice for I had only telegraphed the time of my 
arrival from Sydney when | landed there the previous evening and 
_ it was barely two o'clock now; moreover, they weren’t expecting 
me for another four days and we live a hundred and twenty miles 
from the airport. The wing hid a good part of the enclosure but I 
saw nobody I knew. I wondered if I should have to go in to town 
to the Club and telephone home from there. 

I followed the last passenger down the aisle to the door, and 
thanked the hostesses as I passed them. I made slow time down the 
steps but once on the flat I was all right, of course, and walked over 
to the enclosure. Then I caught sight of a face I knew. It was Harry 
Drew, our foreman, come to meet me. It was a warm, summery 
spring day and Harry was very smart. He is a man about forty years 
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old, with dark, curly hair and a youthful figure. He was wearing an 

opulent-looking American shirt without a jacket on that warm day, 

a brown shirt buttoned to the neck and worn without a tie; his. 
brown-green grazier’s trousers were clean and newly creased and 

held up with a brand-new embossed belt with a large, shiny buckle. 

He caught my eye and half raised his hand in salutation. 

I passed through the gate and he came to meet me. ‘Morning, 
Harry,’ I said. ‘How are you today?’ 

‘Good, Mr Duncan,’ he replied. ‘We didn’t expect you till Friday.’ 
He took the overnight bag from me. 

‘I came along a bit quicker than I thought I would,’ I said. 

He was clearly puzzled, as they all must have been, by my tele- 
gram. ‘Did you come on a different ship?’ he asked. “We thought 
you’d be flying from Fremantle, arriving Saturday morning.’ 

‘I didn’t come that way,’ I said. ‘I had to stay in London a bit 
longer. I flew all the way, through New York and San Francisco to 
Sydney.’ 

‘Come the other way round?’ . 

‘That’s right,’ I said. We passed into the airport building. ‘How’s 
my mother, Harry? She’s not here, is she?’ 

‘She didn’t come,’ he said. ‘She gets out most fine days, but sitting 
in the chair most of the time, you know. She don’t go away much 
now. Three months or more since she went down to Melbourne.’ He 
paused by the newspaper stand. ‘The colonel, he was coming down 
to meet you, but we had a bit of trouble.’ 

‘What sort of trouble?’ I enquired. 

‘The house parlourmaid,’ he said. ‘Seems like she committed 
suicide or something. Anyway, she’s dead.’ 

I stared at him. ‘For God’s sake! How did it happen?’ 

‘I don’t really know,’ he said. ‘It only happened this morning, 
and I left about half past ten to get down here to meet you. She 
took tablets or something, what they give you to make you:sleep.’ 

‘She did it last night?’ 

‘That’s right, Mr Alan.’ 

“Who found her?’ 

‘She didn’t come down to her work. They get down to the kitchen 
in the house about six or quarter past and have a cup of tea. When 
she didn’t come down Annie went up to her room about seven.’ 

‘Old Annie found her?’ 

‘That’s right. She was dead. The colonel rang through for me to 
go up to the house, ’n soon after I got there Dr Stanley, he arrived. 
I suppose the colonel telephoned for him. But there wasn’t anything 
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he could do; she was dead all right. So then they got on to the police, 
and just about then your telegram came from Sydney saying you’d 
be coming in today. The colonel, he couldn’t leave home with all 
that going on to come down here to meet you, so he said to me to 
take the Jaguar and come instead.’ 

I stood by the paper stand while the crowd milled around us. It 
was a muddle and a mess, and I was deeply sorry for my father and 
mother. My father was over seventy and my mother not much less, 
and neither of them in the best of health. Too bad that they should 
have a nuisance of this nature thrust on them. 

“What did she do it for?’ I asked. ‘In trouble with some man?’ 

He wrinkled his brows. ‘I wouldn’t think so,’ he said. ‘Coom- 
bargana’s a small place and not so easy to get away from unless 
you've got a car of your own, which she hadn’t. She couldn’t have 
been going with one of the lads at Coombargana and have no one 
know about it. I wouldn’t think it was that.’ 

‘How long had she been with us?’ 

‘About a year. Maybe a bit longer. English, she was.’ 

I nodded; she would have been. English or Dutch or German; an 
_ Australian house parlourmaid is rare indeed. ‘Well, I wish to God 
she’d picked another day to do it,’ I remarked. He grinned, and we 
went out to where the motor coaches stand to claim my luggage. 

The Jaguar was two years old but it was still fairly new; as they 
grew older my parents were staying more and more at home. They 
had the Buick, too, which they still used a lot, that they had got 
through Singapore before I went away to England. We put my 
suitcases in the boot and Harry said, “Will you drive, Mr Alan?’ 

I shook my head; I wanted to be able to see the countryside on 
this my first day back in my own country. ‘You take her. How long 
did it take you to get down here?’ 

‘About two hours and a quarter. I was afraid I’d be late.’ 

Our Australian main roads are straight and good and relatively 
empty, but even so an average of over fifty was good going. “You've 
had dinner?’ | asked. 

He nodded. ‘I got some tucker while I was waiting for the plane. 
Do you want to go in to the city before going home?’ 

I shook my head. ‘Let’s get going and find out what the form is 
about this trouble at home.’ : 

He nodded, and we got into the car and drove out of the airport. 
He made for the Western Highway by a short cut through suburban 
roads I did not know; there had been much building on the outskirts 
of the city since I left. I did not talk to him till we were clear of the 
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houses and making good time on the highway out to Bacchus Marsh, 
but then I began to question him about the property. 

‘Let’s see,’ he said. ‘It was after you went away that the colonel 
sold the hard land up on Baldy Hill to the Commission, for resump- 
tion? Five thousand two hundred acres ‘he let go, for the soldier 
settlers. All the bit on the far side of the road, from the cross-roads 
up to Sinclair’s place.’ I nodded. ‘They cut it up into eleven lots, 
with eleven houses; there’s chaps in seven of them now and four 
houses still finishing.’ He dropped to forty for a moment behind a 
trailer truck and then accelerated past it and up to seventy-five again. 
‘I was sorry when the colonel decided to do that,’ he said, ‘but 
thinking it over, maybe he'was right. What’s left is all good land, 
and we've got enough.’ 

‘That leaves us about thirteen thousand acres?’ 

‘Thirteen thousand three hundred and ee aape sie he replied. 

‘What are we running on that now?’ 

‘Thirty-seven thousand, eight hundred and ioe Merinoes all 
told,’ he said. ‘That’s counting this year’s lambs, of course. Six 
hundred and eighty-two Herefords.’ 

I nodded, indexing the figures in my memory. This was my busi- 
ness from now on, and everything that I had known and been in 
Europe was behind me. ‘Finished the shearing?’ I enquired. 

‘Finished last Friday week,’ he said. 

‘How did it run out?’ 

‘Good,’ he said. “We sheared seven hundred and sixteen bales 
this year.’ A bale of wool contains three hundred pounds in weight, 
and at the prices that I knew were current it was worth about a 
hundred and sixty pounds, taking an average of the grades. Our 
wool clip must have been worth a hundred and fifteen thousand 
pounds or so, and then there would be the sales of cattle and of 
lambs on top of that. Take away the costs of running the property, 
say thirty or forty thousand pounds, and we were still left with an 
income of over a hundred thousand pounds for tax. It had been 
like that for several years. 

‘That’s all right,’ I said. ‘How many did we shear last year?’ 

‘Six hundred and seventy-eight bales, Mr Alan,’ he said. ‘It’s the 
improved pastures doing it: We sowed another five hundred acres 
last autumn, across the river, from where we make the firebreak by 
the marsh up to the main road, Phalaris and Sub Clover,’ 

‘Up to where Harrison’s place is?’ 

‘That’s right, only Harrison’s not there now. He got another 
property over by Ararat. His place was resumed.’ 
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As we went on into the Western District through Bacchus Marsh 
to Ballarat he told me all about the property. My father had been 
ploughing back much of the profits into the land and saving the rest 
for death duties. He was determined to improve the carrying capacity 
of the property by mechanisation and re-seeding paddocks and pas- 
ture conservation. Silage was made in a big way for winter feed, a 
novelty since I was at home last, and there were now four big diesel 
tractors on the place, one of them a crawler. Horses were still used 
by the boundary riders but draught horses had vanished from Coom- 
bargana, and my father drove all over the property in a Land-Rover 
instead of riding on a horse as he had always done when I was young. 
That suited me, for artificial feet are something of a handicap upon 
a horse. There was a great deal for me to learn about the property 
before I could unload some of the work from my parents, and | 
was quite keen to make a start. First of all, it would be necessary 
to clean up this infernal business of the house parlourmaid, however. 

We passed through Bacchus Marsh and up over the Pentland Hills. 
On that fine, sunny, warm October day the air was like wine, with 
all the glistening glamour and the scents of spring. The view was 
superb from the top; I could see right over to Geelong forty miles 
away, and the blue curve of the bay as it swung round to Queenscliff 
and the Heads. Over to the west, ahead of us, the long blue ridge of 
the Grampians was already showing up over the horizon, over a 
hundred miles away and twenty miles or so past Coombargana. We 
dropped down off the hills at eighty miles an hour on the way to 
Ballarat, and there were the long gorse hedges all in bloom that the 
property owners in that part affect, mile after mile of them, scenting 
the countryside in the warm sun as we drove on into the Western 
District. 

This was my own country, and I was glad to be home. When I had 
come home before I had disliked it all, and fretted bad-temperedly 
till I got away again. That was in 1946 when I had come out of 
hospital in England, stumbling along insecurely on my dummy feet. 
_ On board the ship I had tried to do too much and had fallen a couple 
of times in the rough weather of the Bay; after that I had stayed in 
my cabin most of the time, angry and frustrated. When I had come 
home it was all too easy and too pleasant for me in the Western 
District. The wartime restlessness was still on me and the European 
sense of strife and urgency; I could do little that was effective at 
Coombargana with my disability and my father was still active and 
well capable of getting along without me. I stuck it for three years, 
because it seemed to me that now that Bill was dead and Helen 
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married I ought to be at home learning to carry on the property, 
but it didn’t work out well. By 1948 I was safe on my feet and able 
to get about quite normally, but I was thirty-four and life was slip- 
ping past me. I could not face burial alive in Coombargana at that 
age after all that I had been and done during the war, and I began to 
feel I should go crazy if I didn’t get away from it to England again, 
where things were happening. I think my parents understood, 
because they made no objection when I suggested that I should go 
back to Oxford for a year and finish taking my degree. That was 
five years ago. . 

What I didn’t realize then was that it wasn’t England I was really 
fretting for. It was my lost youth. 

I came back this time with a quieter mind, my youth behind me 
and all packed away. I was thirty-nine, middle-aged and mature, 
able to realize and to appreciate that it was not only in England 
that important things went on, that there were things of conse- 
quence and value going on even in my own country. Even the job 
that I had spurned before, the job of running Coombargana to turn 
out more meat and wool each year, now seemed to me to be worth 
doing, not one that would impress the world or get me a knighthood, 
but a job within my powers and worth doing in a gentle, unsensa- 
tional way. I owed it to my parents to come home for they were 
getting tired and old, and sometimes rather ill, and now that I was 
home I was glad that I had come. 

We drove into the suburbs of Ballarat and went trickling along 
like a twenty year old Austin Seven. I turned to Harry by my side. 
‘This bloody parlourmaid,’ I said. “You say she was English. Do you 
know if she had any relations in Australia?’ 

‘T never heard she had, Mr Alan,’ he replied. “Your Dad might 
know.’ 

‘Did my parents get her through a registry office?’ 

He shook his head. ‘She turned up in Forfar at the Post Office 
Hotel one day, by bus from Ballarat I think it was. Working her 
way round the world, with a rucksack on her back — hiking, you 
might say. She worked in the hotel with Mrs Collins for a week or 
two. Then she come out with the postman one day for the ride. 
Your parents had a Polish married couple but the man was always 
on the grog, ’n your Dad gave them the sack. Then this girl came 
along and offered herself for the job, and your mother took her on.’ 

‘How long ago was that?’ 

‘Let's see,’ he said. ‘It was winter time. August, I’d say — August 
a year ago.’ 
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I thought about it for a minute. ‘Do you know where she went for 
her holiday?’ 

‘I don’t think she took one-not while she was working at 
Coombargana.’ 

“What was her name?’ 

‘Jessie Proctor.’ , 

He weaved the Jaguar skilfully through the traffic of the town 
and drove out down the Avenue of Honour and turned off on to the 
Skipton road. “You may find your parents kind of upset,’ he said 
presently. ‘She was the best help they had in the house since I’ve 
been at Coombargana. I think they liked her too.’ 

‘They did?’ 

‘I think so, Mr Alan.’ He paused, and then said awkwardly, ‘I 
thought you ought to know, case you might say anything rough 
about her, not knowing.’ 

I nodded. ‘Thanks for telling me.’ We drove along in silence while 
I thought this over. ‘If she was happy in the place whatever made 
her go and do a thing like that?’ 

‘I dunno, Mr Alan,’ he replied. ‘I dunno what makes girls go and 
do the things they do.’ 

I sat silent, thinking all this over. If my mother had grown attached 
to this girl it made things so much the worse, and nothing was more 
likely if she was a decent girl. My mother was now crippled with 
arthritis and could not get about very much, so that she met few 
people and perhaps was rather lonely, which was one of the reasons 
why I had come home. In a big house like Coombargana that must 
be run with indoor servants, unsatisfactory servants can be a con- 
tinual worry and a nuisance to a woman in my mother’s state of 
health, and they had had a long succession of married couples who 
had come for a few days and departed without notice because the 
place was too isolated, or had quarrelled with Annie our old cook, 
or had got drunk, or had stolen things. If in the end a girl had turned 
up who worked happily at Coombargana and made no trouble it 
was very likely that my mother would have grown to depend on 
her and might even have treated her more as a companion than as 
a servant. An English girl working her way round the world would 
be a well informed person, possibly even well educated. She might 
have been a great comfort to my mother. 

We passed through Skipton while I sat in silence thinking of these 
things and many others, and ran on into the undulating pastoral 
landscape that was my own place, a country not unlike Wiltshire 
in England but without the people, so that you can stand on almost 
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any hill top and look all round the horizon and see nothing but the 
pastures and the sheep, with no sign of man except perhaps one 
fence in the far distance. There are shallow lakes and trout streams, 
seldom fished because they are too distant from the city, and most 
of the homesteads are located beside permanent water anyway so 
that anyone who cares for fishing can catch a trout with fly or 
worm within a few hundred yards of his own home. A lonely 
country for those who are not interested in the land, and bleak in 
winter when we usually get quite a lot of snow. In summer, a 
country in continual danger from grass fires, so that we spend much 
time and energy in planting wide strips of green crops such as rape 
for firebreaks. A summer fire that gets out of control in my country 
can wipe out all the pasture feed and fifty thousand pounds’ worth 
of sheep in a couple of days. A country with not much mental 
stimulus outside the land, so that those who dislike us and call us 
the wool barons say that we all sink to the mental level of the sheep, 
and get to look like them too. 

We came to Forfar, which is our village and about six miles from 
Coombargana, a little place of one long street straggling on the high- 
way. Not much seemed to have changed there; there were a couple 
of new stores and electricity had reached the place while I had been 
away. For the rest it was unaltered; I saw Tom Hicks the garage 
owner at his pumps and waved my hand to him, and then we turned 
off on the gravel road to my home. ; 

Presently we came in sight of the house, backed by tall pine trees 
that shelter it from the west, with the river curling round before it. 
Coombargana is my home and I would not willingly live anywhere 
else, but architecturally I will admit that the house isn’t everybody’s 
cup of tea. My grandfather, Alan Duncan, built it about 1897. He 
was born at Ellon between Peterhead and Aberdeen in 1845 the son 
of a small farmer. He came out to Australia when he was twenty 
years old to make his fortune in the goldfields of Ballarat, but gold 
was already big business by the time he got there, and he soon tired 
of working for a wage in a mine. Within a year he had moved 
further out to farm, and took up land at Coombargana with the first 
settlers. By the time he was fifty he was running sheep on thirty 
thousand acres, and able to afford what he called a gentleman’s 
house. 

He made a trip home in-1895 to see his relations, and while in 
Ellon he went to see the Queen’s house at Balmoral; I doubt if he saw 
the Queen. He returned to Coombargana with a picture postcard of 
Balmoral Castle and set himself to build a house like that, but on a 
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smaller scale. There was no architect in the countryside to help him 
and the only materials that the builder could produce were a 
peculiarly ugly red brick, and concrete. The house that evolved was 
a castle that looked like no castle has ever looked before, yet inside 
it was comfortable and well designed; a good house to live in. It was 
like that till his death in 1922; I remember it well as a child. When 
my father inherited he took down eleven little spires that orna- 
mented the battlements and started to grow creepers over it to tone 
it down a bit, but the possums used the creepers as a ladder to get 
into the roof. My father had the creepers removed and painted the 
whole thing cream in colour, which did away with the hot look in 
summer anyway. In 1938 my parents spent some months in England 
and my mother came back all steamed up about the modern décor, 
and painted all the outside doors and window frames crimson. 

Well, that’s Coombargana. It’s my home and I like it. 

We crossed the river by the wooden bridge and swung round 
towards the house, and passed in to the drive between the great 
mossy concrete gate pillars. The place was well cared for, because 
my parents keep two gardeners going all the time, the enormous 
macrocarpa hedges neatly clipped in rectangular forms, the drive and 
the gravel sweep up to the house freshly raked and free from weeds. 
There are many better houses than Coombargana in England, but 
not many so well kept. The beds of daffodils were bright in the sun- 
light, masses of them, and behind the japonica bushes the camellias 
in bloom made a brave show of colour. . 

The Jaguar drew up before the door and I thanked Harry and got 
out. The red door opened and my father was there on the steps to 
meet me. I knew, of course, that he would be older but I had not 
visualized him in old age; one always remembers people as they 
were when last you saw them. My father was thinner than he had 
been and his face had a white, pallid hue I didn’t like at all, but he 
was the same old Dad. 

He said, ‘Hullo, Alan. You’re back earlier than we thought.’ 

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I got hung up in London and had to miss the boat. 
I flew through America.’ 

‘So that was it!’ he said. ‘We thought you must have flown. How 
did you get the dollars to come through America?’ 

I grinned. ‘There are ways and means.’ 

He laughed. ‘Well, come on in and see your mother.’ Harry was 
unloading my two suitcases from the boot. ‘Stick them just inside 
the door, Harry, and I’ll get John to take them up presently.’ He 
turned to me. ‘I’m not allowed to lift anything now.’ 
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‘I can manage them,’ I said. ‘I can take them up, one at a time.’ 

He hesitated. ‘Would you rather do that?’ 

I nodded. ‘I like doing everything I can.’ 

‘All right.’ He said no more about my disability, but told iia 
to put the car away. We went together into the great hall. 

‘You're looking very well,’ he said. 

I grinned. ‘Wish I could say the same for you, Dad. You're not 
looking too good.’ 

‘Ah well,’ he said, ‘we none of us get any younger, and this has 
been rather a trying day. I expect Harry told you about the trouble 
here?’ 

I nodded. ‘I was very sorry to hear it.’ 

‘We'll talk about that later,’ he said. ‘Come on and see your 
mother. I kept her in bed today.’ He paused, and then he said, “Did 
I tell you that we sleep on the ground floor now?’ 

I was surprised. ‘No.’ & 

He nodded. ‘Your mother can’t manage the stairs alone. It was 
either that or putting in a lift. We turned the billiards room into our 
bedroom with the gunroom as my dressing room, and put the bil- ° 
liards table up in what used to be our bedroom. It’s worked out quite 
well. Matter of fact, I like it better.’ 

He led the way into the old billiards room. They had redecorated 
it, and with the french windows opening on to the lawn it made a 
sunny, pleasant room. My mother was sitting up in bed, not very 
much changed in her appearance. I went over and kissed her. ‘Back 
at last,’ I said. “You’re looking very well, Mum.’ 

She held me for a moment. ‘Oh Alan dear,’ she said, ‘it is nice to 
have you back. But how did you get here so soon?’ 

I told her my story about being held up in London and missing 
the ship, and complimented her on the arrangement of the room. 
My father went out and Mother asked me about Helen, and I spent 
a few minutes answering all her questions about my sister in London. 

Helen was the youngest of us; she had gone to England in 1946 
when she was twenty-four, avid to get away into a wider world, like 
many young Australians. In England she had gone all arty and crafty 
and had picked up with a chap called Laurence Hilton who worked 
for the B.B.C. and put on plays for the Third Programme. She mar- 
ried him in 1947 and had not been home since; they had one child, 
rather an unpleasant little boy. I had tried to like Laurence and to 
get alongside him but we had very little in common. Privately I 
thought him a phoney and I suspected that he had seen Helen coming 
because, of course, she had a good bit of money behind her. However, 
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she seemed happy with him and had adopted most of his views, 


_ including the one that Australia was a cultural desert that no decent 
_ person would dream of living in. His earning capacity, of course, 


was quite inadequate for the life they wished to lead. They have a 
very pleasant little house in Cheyne Walk overlooking the river 
where they entertain a lot of visitors from ivory towers, and Coom- 


_ bargana pays. 


I annoyed Laurence very much one day by referring to my father 
as a patron of the Arts. I’d probably have annoyed my father too if 
he’d known. 

I gave my mother a roseate, expurgated account of Helen and 
Laurence and their way of life, stressing its importance and the 
reputation that Laurence Hilton was building up in the artistic world. 
My father came in again then pushing a tea trolley, for my parents 
live and eat in the English way with dinner at eight o’clock in the 
evening. There was trouble about the tea, because my father had 
brought the wrong set of cups and had forgotten the tea strainer 
and the hot water jug, and my mother sent him off to get them. 

“We're all a bit upside down today,’ she said sadly. ‘We haven’t 
had to do this ourselves for so long.’ 

‘I know,’ I said. ‘Harry told me. I was very sorry to hear about it.’ 

‘Yes,’ my mother said quietly, ‘it’s been a very great blow to us, 
Alan. I’m so sorry that it had to happen on the very day that you 


- come home.’ 


‘That’s all right,’ I said. ‘I’m glad in a way it did happen now, if 
it had to. Dad doesn’t look too fit.’ 

‘T think he’s just tired today,’ Mother said. ‘He had that operation 
last year, you remember.’ I nodded. ‘The specialist assured us that 
it was non-malignant. I think it’s just that he’s tired and upset.’ 

‘I should think so,’ I said, but I didn’t think so at all. ‘Tell me, has 
there got to be an inquest?’ 

She nodded. ‘Dr Bateman, he’s the coroner. He’s coming out 
tomorrow morning, with the police. Dr Stanley was here again this 
afternoon. | think there’s got to be a post mortem.’ 

‘Why did she do it, Mum?’ I asked. “Was she depressed?’ 

‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘She was just as usual, I think. She was 
a very reserved girl, Alan. She never talked about herself or her 
own affairs, like most women do. It was rather difficult to know 
what she thought of anything. She was always just about the same.’ 

‘Was she attractive, Mother? Attractive to men?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. She was rather plain. I’m 
sure it wasn’t anything like that.’ 
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It was puzzling; we seemed to have come to a dead end. ‘Have 
you got any idea why she did it?’ 

My mother said, ‘I think it was an accident, Alan. I think it must 
have been. There was this bottle of sleeping tablets by her bedside, 
quite a big bottle, with only two left in it. Dr Stanley said he thought 
she must have taken at least twenty.’ She paused. ‘J think she took 
one, perhaps, when she went to bed and then had a nightmare or 

something, and got up, sort of sleep-walking, and took tablet after 
tablet. I’m sure it was an accident.’ 

It was a possibility. ‘There were two tablets left in the bottle?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘If she was going to commit suicide,’ I said, ‘she’d have taken the 
lot. She’d want to make sure of it. You don’t think she had any motive 
for wanting to make away with herself, Mother?’ 

‘T’m sure she hadn’t, Alan. She seemed just the same as ever.’ 

I thought for a moment. ‘Did she get any letters Ubstgha! 

‘She never had any.’ 

‘Never had any letters?’ 

My father came back with the tea strainer and the hot water jug 
and put them on the trolley. ‘I was telling Alan about Jessie,’ she 
said, and now there was a suspicion of moisture about her eyes, and 
a break in her voice. ‘He was asking if she got a letter yesterday.’ 

‘She never got any mail at all, according to Annie,’ my father said. 
‘She never got a letter all the time that she’d been here. I never saw 
one addressed to her, and nor did Annie.’ 

‘I never did,’ said my mother. 

I stared at them. ‘That’s very unusual, surely. Did she write any ?’ 

‘I don’t think so,’ said my father. ‘I usually take the mail in when 
I go, but she never gave me one to take. I don’t even know her hand- 
writing. Annie says she never wrote a letter, and she never got one.’ 

‘Could she write?’ I asked. Sometimes a domestic servant can’t. 

‘Oh yes. She was a well educated girl,’ my mother said. ‘Very well 
educated. I knew her handwriting. She used to take down messages 
on the pad in the hall, when someone telephoned. You’ve seen them, 
Richard. You do know her handwriting.’ 

My father said, ‘Oh, yes, of course I do. But that’s the only place 
I’ve ever seen it.’ 

My mother leaned from her bed and poured out the tea. 

‘Do you know anything about her relations?’ I asked. ‘You’ve 
sent a telegram ?’ 

My father said, “We haven’t, Alan. There’s not a scrap of anything 
in her room to tell us who she was.’ 
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My mind, of course, was still concerned with the details of travel. 
There must be something,’ I said. ‘Vaccination and inoculation 


_ Certificates. She must have had a passport, too.’ 


My father said, ‘There isn’t anything at all, Alan. There’s no docu- 
ment of any sort in her room. There’s only her clothes and a few 
novels. Practically all of those are from the house, too.’ 

‘That's all right,’ my mother said, and again there was a tremor 
in her voice. ‘I told her she could read any of the books she wanted 
to, at any time.’ 

She passed me my tea, and I sat with it in my hand in silence for 
a minute. I did not want to say what I was thinking, that here was 
clear evidence of suicide, because my mother wanted to believe it 


_ was an accident and maybe it was better that she should. But if the 


girl before her death had taken pains to destroy evidence of her 
identity it meant that her death was planned beforehand. It must 
mean that. 

I glanced at my father. ‘So we’ve got nobody to telegraph to, to 
tell them that she’s dead? We don’t know who she was, or where 
she came from?’ 

‘That’s right, Alan,’ said my father. “We don’t know who she was, 
or where she came from. She came to us from the Post Office Hotel,’ 
and he went on to tell me what I knew already. 

My mother said, ‘Annie says that she had worked in Sydney. She 
thinks she came from England several years ago. But I don’t think 
that’s right. She said once that she only landed in Australia a few 
weeks before she came to us from the hotel.’ 

‘She never told anyone what she’d been doing before she came to 
Forfar, to the hotel?’ I asked. 

My mother shook her head. ‘She never talked about herself at all.’ 

‘She was probably married,’ I suggested. 

My parents stared at me in astonishment; the thought was quite 
a new one to them. I said slowly, ‘An unsatisfactory marriage, here 
in Australia, that she wanted to forget about. That would explain 


_ why she didn’t talk about her past life. If all her documents were 
in her married name, it would explain why she destroyed them. She 
| would have wanted to make a completely fresh start.’ 


My father said, ‘Well, that’s a new idea entirely.’ He paused. ‘It 
certainly seems to fit the facts.’ 

I pursued my line of thought. ‘Proctor is almost certainly her 
maiden name. We'll have to try and find the husband, or the police 
will. I suppose it’s their job. He’ll have to be found and told about 
her death. They’ll have to start looking for a man who married an 
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English girl called Jessie Proctor, probably in Sydney, probably two 
or three years ago, and who probably left him fifteen or sixteen 
months ago a little time before she fetched up in Forfar and came 
to you. It’ll mean a bit of work for them, but it won’t take them very 
long.’ 

My father sighed with relief. ‘I think you’ve got it, Alan,’ he said. 
‘It’s far the most likely idea so far. And it accounts for everything.’ 
He turned to me. ‘I don’t mind telling you, I’ve been worried over 
this. The inquest is tomorrow, and it’s going to make a lot of trouble 
if we don’t know who she is.’ 

‘Don’t worry about it, Dad,’ I said. It seemed to me that he was 
in no state to get worked up about anything, and I had come home 
to unload him. ‘I'll go to the inquest.’ 

‘lll have to come with you,’ he said. ‘It would certainly be a help 
if you came too, Alan. I suppose living here in the country one gets 
rather out of touch with the world. It certainly never occurred to 
me that she might be a married woman.’ 

My mother said nothing, and it seemed to me that we had talked 
about this rather unsavoury business long enough. I began to ask 
them questions about the property. Rabbits, it seemed, were now 
reduced to manageable proportions thanks to myxomatosis and my 
father’s energy. The result had been a progressive increase in the 
stock upon the property, partly due to pasture improvement but 
mostly, I think, due to the reduction of rabbits. Old Jim Plowden 
who had been a boundary rider when I went away had fallen from 
his horse and broken his thigh some years ago; as he was over sixty 
my father had put him in charge of the rabbit pack, a miscellaneous 
assortment of about thirty mongrel dogs kept in.a kennel and run as 
a disciplined force in the war against the rabbit. This war went on 
continuously with tractor-drawn rippers to destroy the warrens, 
with smoke bombs and ferrets, and above all with the rabbit pack 
to chase and destroy the vermin as they were flushed from their 
burrows. Seven rabbits will eat as much feed as a sheep, and on 
Coombargana after the neglect of the war years there must have 
been a hundred thousand rabbits, or more. 

My father had been experimenting with spreading super-phos- 
phate from the air on paddocks that were too rough and stony to 
make spreading it from trucks a possibility, and this again had 
increased the carrying capacity of the land. Two Tiger Moths had 
done the work efficiently and well, and he was going to have more 
paddocks treated in this way in the coming summer. He had built 
new shearers’ quarters soon after I had left which I had never seen, 
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_of course, and in the last year he had remodelled the shearing shed 
and had installed new machinery throughout. He had built four 
new weatherboard houses for the station hands to replace the last 
of the older, two-roomed shacks of my grandfather’s time, and a 
couple of years ago he had put up a considerable power station with 
a Diesel engine of no less than sixty horsepower to provide electricity 
not only for our house but for each of the eleven houses on the 
property. 

My father was only able to give me the bare outline of all these 
activities during tea, and my mother, of course, wanted to know all 
about my life in London, so that we had much to talk about. My 
mother seemed much brighter when she had had her tea, and 
announced her intention of getting up for dinner, which I thought 
was a good thing and better for her than lying in bed thinking about 
the dead parlourmaid upstairs. It was arranged that my father would 
drive me round the property for a couple of hours in the Land-Rover 
before dinner while my mother got up and dressed and organized 
the dinner with Annie our old cook and Mrs Plowden, who was 
usually brought in to help with the washing up in times of domestic 
crisis. 

We finished tea and put the cups and plates back on the tea trolley, 
which my father proceeded to wheel out through the big, galleried 
central hall to the pantry. I stayed for a moment with my mother 
before going out to carry my suitcases up to my bedroom on the 
upper floor. . 

My mother said, ‘I think you’re wrong about Jessie, Alan.’ 

‘In what way?’ I asked. ‘Wrong about what?’ 

‘About her being married,’ said my mother quietly, ‘I’m sure she 
wasn’t.’ 

I was silent, because it’s a difficult subject for a bachelor to dispute 
with a woman of my mother’s age. ‘Did she ever say she wasn’t?’ 
I asked at last. 

My mother shook her head. ‘She never said anything at all about 
her own affairs. But I’m quite sure she wasn’t married.’ 


CHAPTER TWO 


| As old age had crept upon my father and mother they had reduced 
| the scale of their expenditure upon themselves to quite a small pro- 
portion of their net income. They never had kept racehorses as many 
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of our neighbours do, and they had outgrown the pleasures of spend- 
ing money. They got a book each month through the Book Society 
and they bought a few gramophone records when they were in. 
Melbourne, but with increasing years and infirmity they got more 
pleasure out of old things than new, out of old books that they had 
read fifteen or twenty years before and turned back to now with 
pleasure, out of old gramophone records, out of furniture that they 
had bought thirty years ago when they took over Coombargana. 

Helen’s allowance and my own had absorbed a good slice of their 
net income after taxation, which in recent years had fluctuated 
between twenty and thirty thousand pounds a year. Much of the 
rest had been saved and invested prudently to provide for death 
duties on an estate which might well be assessed at a quarter of a 
million pounds upon my father’s death, but this cash reserve was ~ 
now adequate for any calls that were likely to be made on it. In other 
countries and in other circles a prosperity such as ours might be 
accompanied by wild parties in the city, with a nude girl in a bath 
of champagne in the middle of the dinner table and a dozen crashed 
motor cars next morning. In the Western District things had never 
been like that; perhaps an agricultural prosperity doesn’t go that 
way. Certainly Australian wool producers, those who survived the 
hard times of the thirties when wool was down to a shilling a pound, 
got such an economic fright as would keep them in the straight and 
narrow path for the rest of their lives. I can vouch for it that at 
Coombargana and all the other stations that I know the money 
made seems to be spent prudently and well. 

My father’s great interest was in the property, and all his spare 
money was now going into improvements. Wherever I looked as 
we drove round in the Land-Rover there was something new, new | 
stockyards, new spray dips, new vehicles, new pumps, new gen- 
erators, new houses, new fences, new windmills, and new dams. In 
the hard times before the second war, when I was a boy at Coom- 
bargana, much of this expenditure would have been classed as rank 
extravagance, but times had changed and my father had had the 
wit to change with them. Labour costs had trebled since the ’thirties 
and the output of the property had doubled, so that any machine 
that would save an hour of a man’s time was now a good machine. 

We went in to the long shearing shed, now empty and swept clean, 
of course, for the shearing was over and the shed would remain un- 
used till next year. He showed me how he had rearranged the stands 
and the tables and the bins, and the new machinery. He had made 
a job of it all right; I could visualize the production line, so to speak, 
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_ when this place was going full blast and sheep were passing through 


at the rate of three hundred an hour. I was keenly interested in all 


_ that he had done, for this was my job from now on, but the dead 


parlourmaid was still the background of my mind. 

We rested for a few minutes in the long, cool aisle of the shed, 
leaning against a table, looking round. ‘Mother doesn’t seem to think 
much of my idea that the girl was married,’ I said. 

‘She doesn’t?’ 

I shook my head. 

‘I'd never thought of her as a married woman, myself,’ my father 

remarked. ‘She might have been, of course.’ 

‘How old was she?’ 

‘Twenty-eight or thirty, I should say. It’s difficult to judge.’ 

‘Harry said she never took a holiday.’ 

‘I don’t think she did. J think she went into Ballarat once or twice 
for shopping, but apart from that I don’t think she left the place 
the whole time she was here.’ 

I wrinkled my brows. “What did she do on her days off ?’ 

He thought for a minute. ‘I think she was interested in the pro- 

erty,’ he said. ‘She used to go out with Jim Plowden and the rabbit 
pack. I think she liked the dogs. She liked shooting, too. I never had 
much to do with her outside; she kept her place, you know. The 
men say that she was a very fine shot at rabbits, either with a gun 
or a rifle. They say she never seemed to miss.’ He paused. ‘I’ve been 
wondering if she was a farmer’s daughter perhaps, back at home.’ 

I nodded. ‘You don’t know what part of England she came from?’ 

‘I don’t,’ he said. ‘Annie thinks she came from London, but I don’t 
think she really knows.’ 

‘That doesn’t line up with her being a farmer’s daughter.’ 

‘T know.’ 

We sat silent for a minute. Then I glanced at him. and said, ‘The 
coroner’s coming here tomorrow morning, with the police?’ 

He nodded. ‘They’ve got to give a certificate for burial. There’ll 


_ have to be an inquest, of course.’ 


‘Bit awkward, if we don’t know who she was.’ 

He bit his lip. ‘I know,’ he said. I glanced at him, and there was 
an old man’s tremor moving his head, the first time I had seen it. 
‘It makes us look — well, careless.’ 

‘I wouldn’t worry about that, Dad,’ I said. ‘It’s not as if she was a 
young girl that you were responsible for. She was a grown woman.’ 

His hand moved to his chin, as if to stop the tremor. ‘I know,’ he 
replied. ‘But it looks bad all the same. As if we didn’t care.’ 
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He turned to me. ‘It’s a very good thing for your mother that 
you’ve come home, Alan. It’s going to take her mind off it. Be with 
her as much as you can till the funeral is over. Tell her about Eng- 
land —anything.’ 

‘She’s going to miss her, is she?’ 

He nodded. ‘She’s going to miss her a great deal. When a woman’s 
getting on in years and not very well, it’s a great comfort to have a 
girl about the place who’s sensible and responsible. She’s a great loss 
to your mother, Alan.’ 

I nodded slowly. ‘Mother was fond of her?’ 

‘I think so. Yes, I think she was,’ my father said. ‘The girl kept 
her place, but she used to think ahead and do things for your mother 
before she thought of asking for them, if you understand what I 
mean. She was very thoughtful for your mother in that way.’ 

If she had been thoughtful for my mother it seemed to indicate 
that she had liked being at Coombargana; indeed, everything that I 
had heard seemed to point that way. She had never even bothered to 
take the holidays that were due to her. Then why had she taken her — 
own life? I glanced at my father. “What do you think about this 
theory of Mother’s, that it was an accident?’ I asked. ‘I didn’t want 
to say too much in front of Mother. Would you say she was a suicidal 
type?’ 

He said, ‘I simply don’t know, Alan. I don’t know what a suicidal 
type looks like. To me she was just an ordinary, decent girl, not very 
good-looking. I wouldn’t have expected her to commit suicide —- I'd 
have said she was too level-headed. But who’s to say?’ 

‘Do you think it was an accident, Dad?’ I asked. ‘I’ve never heard 
of anyone taking an overdose of sleeping tablets by mistake. I mean, 
you've got to eat such a lot, and gulp down such a lot of water. How 
many does the doctor say she took?’ 

‘More than twenty.’ 

“Well, surely to God, that couldn’t have been a mistake. You can’t 
go on taking tablet after tablet till you’ve taken twenty, by mistake. 
If it had been one, or even two, it might be possible. But not twenty.’ 

‘If it was deliberate,’ my father said, ‘she wouldn’t have left two 
tablets in the bottle, would she? She’d have taken the lot, to make 
sure.’ 

There was a pause. ‘I can’t think it was an accident,’ I said at last. 
‘Tm sorry, Dad, but I should say it was deliberate.’ 

He stood up, and I was deeply sorry for him, for he looked so old. 
‘Well, don’t tell your mother that,’ he said. ‘It’s better if she thinks 
it was an accident. I’m hoping that we'll get the coroner to see it that 
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_ way in the morning. If it was deliberate we'll probably never know 
the reason, and there’s no sense in stirring up trouble.’ 

We left the shed and got back into the Land-Rover and went on 
with our tour around the property. In the evening light we came 
to his trout hatchery by the river, a series of little pools with water 
running through controlled by little sluices from the river, overhung 
by weeping willow trees. When I had written to tell them that I 
would be coming home next spring my father had had this disused 
hatchery put in order and commenced to breed up about a thousand 
little fish with which to re-stock the river against my return; he 
intended to keep them a few months longer and then discharge them 

_ into the main stream. Next year the fishing should be very good 
indeed. 

We paused by the pools, in the rippling sound of running water, 

_ and he began to ask me questions about my time in England. I had 
taken my degree in Law at Oxford, but I hadn’t enjoyed it much. 
‘It was a bit like Rip van Winkle, Dad,’ I said. ‘I was so much older 
than the others, and things had changed so. It would have been 
different if I’d gone back straight after the war, in 1945 or 46, when 
there were other Service people up. There was no one there like me 
in 1948, or hardly anybody, and nobody at all when I went down 
in 1950. They were all boys straight from school on government 
grants. The people I got along with best were the young dons.’ | 
paused. ‘I want to get one or two of them out here on a visit, but it’s 
difficult because they’re all so hard up.’ 

He nodded. ‘That’s always a difficulty. But you never can get 
people to come out from England on a visit. It’s not only the money.’ 

I went on to tell him about my time in chambers, in Lincoln’s 
Inn. ‘I don’t know that I haven’t wasted my time,’ I said quietly at 
last. ‘I don’t know that being called to the Bar is going to help me 
much in running Coombargana.’ 

He smiled. ‘Do you think you'll want to go back and live in 
England?’ he asked. 

‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘I think I’ve got that out of my system. 
I'd like to go back again some day for fun, say in about ten years’ 
time, and see how it’s all getting on. But I won’t want to live there 
again. I don’t think so.’ 

‘Not like Helen?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘What’s Laurence really like?’ my father asked. He had never met 
him, for with their increasing age my mother and father had not 

| felt equal to leaving Coombargana to travel to England. It was one of 
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my secret irritations with my sister that she had not thought fit to 
bring her husband out to Australia on a visit to let Dad and Mum 
meet him, though perhaps it was better so. 

‘He’s all right,’ I said. ‘I’ve not got a lot in common with him, Dad, 
and I don’t think you would have.’ My father had served all through 
the first war in Gallipoli and France, and had spent three years of 
the second war organizing truck transport in the heat and sweat of 
the Northern Territory when he was over sixty years of age, while 
Laurence had had trouble with his health and had served his war 
with the B.B.C. ‘There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s getting very 
well known as a dramatic critic — people think a lot of him.’ I glanced 
at my father. ‘I’m not sure that he’s not a bit of a passenger in this 
world, but he probably thinks that of us.’ 

‘He’s making her a good husband, is he? Not a lot of other women, 
or not more than a reasonable number?’ My father grinned. 

I laughed with him. ‘I don’t think there’s any trouble of that sort.’ 
There wasn’t likely to be, either, because Helen has quite a lot of 
character and she kept control of her own money. Laurence wasn’t 
the type to sacrifice all for love. 

‘What about you, Alan?’ my father asked. ‘Did you ever think 
of getting married?’ 

I shook my head. 

‘You ought to think about it,’ he said. “You're getting on, you 
know. Thirty-nine, isn’t it?’ . 

I nodded. ‘It’s never happened to come my way.’ 

“You ought to think about it,’ he repeated. ‘It’s going to be mighty 
lonely if you try and carry on this place alone after our time.’ 

‘It’s not so easy when you're a cripple,’ I said. ‘It needs special 
qualities in a girl to settle down married to a chap that’s got no feet.’ 

‘Well, think it over,’ he said irresolutely. And then he said, ‘You 
never thought of flying again, I suppose?’ 

‘As a matter of fact, I did,’ I told him. ‘Not in Typhoons, of course. 

I did quite a lot of flying at the London Aeroplane Club, at Pans- 
hanger, on Tiger Moths and Austers. I didn’t tell you in the letters 
because I was afraid it might worry Mother.’ 

‘Are you going on with it here?’ 

‘I doubt it,’ I said. ‘I just wanted to show myself that I wasn’t 
afraid of it and that I could do it still, even with dummy feet. I did 
about a hundred hours in all. But I don’t want to carry on with it, 
unless there was some object. Which there isn’t now.’ 

He smiled. “What was it like when you got into the machine for 
the first time?’ he asked with interest. “Were you scared ?’ 
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‘A bit,’ I said. ‘About as much as on my first solo. But of course, 
one knew it was dead safe in a pipsqueak thing like that.’ 

We left the pools of the trout hatchery and walked slowly back 
to the Land-Rover. ‘Your mother’s been concocting an exceptional 


_ dinner for you all day,’ my father said. ‘Do you want to change?’ 


‘She'd like it, wouldn’t she?’ I asked. ‘What do you usually do?’ 

‘I generally put on a dinner jacket in the winter, when it’s dark,’ 
my father said. ‘In summer when one may want to go out afterwards 
I usually change into a suit.’ 

‘T’ve got a dinner jacket in my bag,’ I said. ‘The shirt’s probably 


abit tatty after travelling round the world. Let’s change. Mother’d 


a — 


like it.’ 

At the house we found my mother in the drawing-room seated 
before the log fire, wearing a long black evening dress with a shawl 
round her shoulders. We stood warming ourselves, for the evening 
was turning chilly, and drinking a pink gin while we chatted about 
London and about Helen; then I went up to my room to change. In 
my bedroom somebody had lit a fire and left a huge basket of gum 
tree logs, scenting the air with the fragrance of the burning eucalypt. 
Somebody, perhaps old Annie, had unpacked one suitcase and had 
laid out my evening clothes upon the bed. 

It struck me as I unpacked my other suitcase in my old, familiar 
room, savouring all my old belongings, that I would be the only 
person sleeping on the upper floor of the main house that night. My 
father and mother, who had had the bedroom, dressing-room, and 
bathroom next to mine, now slept on the ground floor and their 
bedroom was now the billiards room. On the other side of the corridor 
to their room was the corner room that had been Helen’s and was 
now a spare room, and next to that and separated by the second 
bathroom was the guest bedroom, empty tonight, of course. Beside 


- my room there was another bathroom, and opening from that was 


Bill’s room, very seldom used now. Bill had been killed in Normandy 
in the spring of 1944; by the time I got back to Coombargana my 
father and mother had taken all Bill’s possessions and pictures out 
and had refurnished and redecorated the room as a second guest 
room, thinking perhaps that too intimate a reminder of Bill and the 
war in Europe would have been bad for me. Nothing of Bill remained 
there now, but they had forgotten the bathroom. Since 1946 I had 
never sat in that bath without glancing at the door into Bill’s room 
with the thought that it would open and he would come striding in, 
seventeen or eighteen years old, with little or no clothes on. 

That happened to me again that evening as I bathed before dres- 
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sing for dinner. Bill was still a very real person in my life, though 
ten years had gone by since I had met him last, at Lymington in 
Hampshire, and sixteen years since we had shared that bathroom. 
One does not easily forget one’s only brother. 

As I sat in the bath thinking of these things and enjoying the 
benison of hot water after days spent in the aeroplane and in the 
Sydney hotel, I felt a little lonely up there on the first floor by myself. 
I was not quite alone, of course. Beyond the stairs and the gallery 
that overlooked the big central hall of the house lay the servants’ 
wing over the kitchen quarters, their bedrooms separated from 
those of the main house by a swing door. There were four servants’ 
bedrooms there, relic of the days of more plentiful domestic service, 
and in one of these Annie, our old cook, would be sleeping that night. 
In another, the house parlourmaid would be sleeping now. 

I had not drawn the curtains, and there was still a little light 
outside as I dressed before the fire. I stood for a few minutes looking 
out in the last of the light before turning to the mirror to tie my tie. 
Below me the wide lawns ran down to the river, with the formal 
flower gardens upon the right and the screen of oaks, gums, wattles, 
and pines upon the left that hid the station buildings. Beyond the 
river our pastures stretched out and beyond the rise a couple of 
miles away, and far on the horizon the long ridge of the Grampians 
stood black against the last of the sunset light. There was content- 
ment here, with no war and no threat of war, no aircraft, no tanks, 
and no soldiers. This was a place to which a man might come when 
he had had the great world and its alarms, to do a good job in peace. 
Some day a war might come again and I would have to leave my 
peace and go and do my stuff as my father had before me, but for 
the moment I was glad to be out of it all and back at Coombargana 
as a grazier. 

I finished dressing and went down to the drawing-room. My father 
and mother were both there waiting for me and wanting to know 
if everything in my room had been all right. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I might 
have walked out yesterday instead of five years ago,’ and I laughed. 
Actually, in five years one changes and there were things in that 
room that I would alter as soon as I could. There were things there 
that I now had no need of, like the stick from my crashed Typhoon, 
or the compass from the first Me.1o9 I got, over Wittering. These 
things had solaced me in 1946, but that was eight years ago; I did not 
need them now, and they were better out of the way. 

I had another pink gin with my father, and then dinner was 
announced. Mrs Plowden put her head in at the door. She was untidy 
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_ as ever with a wisp of grey hair falling down over her face; her 


sleeves were rolled to the elbow and she wore a coarse apron of 
hessian. She said brightly, ‘It’s all in, on the table, Mrs Duncan.’ My 
mother thanked her, and she withdrew. 

I saw my mother glance at my father, and caught his glance in 
return. Things must have been different in the days of the parlour- 
maid, and they had to adjust themselves to new ways and new 
manners. 

We went into the dining-room. To me the bare, polished table 
with the lace mats and the silver was well laid, but to my mother - 
everything was in the wrong place and she hobbled about, rearrang- 
ing salt cellars and wine glasses, moving dishes from the table to the 
sideboard, till the arrangement was as she was used to having it. ‘I’m 
afraid everything’s a bit higgledy-piggledy tonight, Alan,’ she said. 
‘We'll get things organized in a few days.’ 

I said, ‘It looks all right to me, Mum.’ 

She said quietly, ‘I suppose the fact of the matter is that we’ve been 
spoiled for the last year or so. I’d almost forgotten what it was to 
have to train somebody to do things nicely.’ 

‘She was good, was she?’ 

My mother said, ‘She was an educated girl, so one only had to show 
her how to doa thing once. I think she must have come from a good 
home, where they lived nicely.’ 

My father said, ‘She used to work the radiogram.’ 

‘The radiogram ?’ 

My mother said, “Whenever your father and I had a little celebra- 
tion here, on my birthday, or when we heard about the wool sale, 
we used to have a bottle of champagne with dinner, and music. 
Your father would put on a long-playing record in the drawing-room, 
Oklahoma or South Pacific or something nice like that, and we’d 
leave the doors open so that we had music during dinner. And then 
we found that Jessie knew how to change the record, and she knew 
most of the records that we liked, so after that we didn’t have to 
bother.’ 

‘She got to know our ways,’ my father said. He turned to my 
mother. ‘Remember when we heard Alan was coming home? She 
finished handing the entrée and asked if she should put on a record.’ 

My mother nodded. ‘It will be a very long time before we find 
another girl like Jessie.’ 

We seemed to have drifted back on to the difficult subject. I cast 
about hurriedly for something fresh to tell my mother that would 
take her mind off the dead parlourmaid, but I seemed to have told 
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her most of the things already. The thought of Bill came into my 
mind and the new details I had learned about his death, but I rejected 
this hurriedly as a subject that had better wait for another time. My 
journey home was something that I had not told her of, that might 
amuse and interest her and take her mind off the more sombre topic. 
‘I stayed four or five days in New York,’ I said. ‘It’s a stimulating 
place, but I don’t know that I’d like to work there.’ 

My father played up, sensing the move. ‘What's it really like?’ he 
asked. ‘Is it like you'd think it was from the movies?’ 

‘I suppose it is, physically,’ I said. “You know more or less what 
it’s going to look like before you get there. But as regards the people, 
I’ve never yet met an American that was much like the people that 
you see upon the movies, and I didn’t this time. I suppose there are 
Americans like that.’ 

My mother said, “They probably exaggerate their own types, Alan, 
when they put them on the stage or on the screen.,We do that, too. 
All countries do it. You don’t often meet people who behave like 
people on the stage.’ 

My father carried on the steering of the conversation. ‘I suppose 
they have to make them larger than life on the screen, in all their _ 
characteristics. Did you go to Los Angeles?’ 

‘No,’ I said. ‘I spent a few days with a chap in San Francisco.’ I 
carried on talking about the United States, and the topic lasted us 
all through dinner. My parents eat little at their age, but what little 
they do eat they like to be good, and I think Annie our old cook had 
made a special effort, though I can only remember the fresh asparagus 
from the garden and the jugged hare. I pleased my mother by appre- 
ciating the dinner, and promised her that I would speak to Annie 
about it. They had put a good deal of thought into getting together 
the dishes that I would like best. My father opened a particularly 
good bottle of Burgundy from somewhere on the Hunter River, and 
a glass of vintage port from South Australia served with the dessert 
was really very like the real thing. 

We went through to the drawing-room after dinner. My parents 
had always gone early to bed; one does so in the country where it is 
usual to be up and about the property at seven in the morning to 
keep the men from getting slack. Since his operation my father had 
been ordered to bed at nine o’clock by his doctor, and with the in- 
creasing infirmity of my mother they had both got into the habit 
of retiring about that time, though I think they usually read in bed 
for an hour or so before sleep. When I had lived at home before, 
after the war, I had frequently played a game of chess with my 
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f mother after dinner; I had not played since then and I had all but 
forgotten the moves, but now to take her mind off our troubles I 
suggested we might have a game to celebrate my return. She was 
pleased at the idea though she had played very little in my absence, 
so I brought up the inlaid chess table that they had bought in Paris 
before the war and that had once stood in some chateau or other in 

_Touraine, and now stood in somewhat similar surroundings in the 

_ Western District, and found the box that contained the eighteenth- 
century carved ivory chessmen, and set them up by my mother’s 
chair before the fire. We played two games and then it was half 
past nine and time for them to be in bed. 

I put the things away and helped my mother up out of her chair. 

‘It seems terribly early to be going to bed on your first evening,’ she 

said. ‘I feel rather badly about it, Alan, but it’s what Dr Stanley says 

_ we've got to do, especially because your father gets up’so early.’ 

_ My father said, ‘Help yourself to a whisky, Alan. And there’s the 
paper here.’ 

I smiled. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll probably take to going off 
early myself in a few days, and getting up early. It’s the best way 
in the country.’ 

I walked with my mother as she hobbled slowly to the door and 
opened it for her. In the hall as we walked together to her room she 
said, ‘It is good to have you home again, Alan. You don’t know how 
we've been looking forward to you coming.’ She paused, and then 
she said, ‘It’s really getting too much for your father now. And then 
this trouble . . .’ 

‘Don’t worry about that, Mum,’ I said. ‘It’ll all be over in a few 
days now.’ 

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ she said quietly. She hobbled on a step or two, 
and then she said, ‘She must have been so terribly unhappy, to take 
her own life, and I had no idea of it. If she was unhappy, I should 
have known about it, and I didn’t. I feel that I must be very much 
to blame, as if I’ve failed in some way, or made her unhappy with- 
out any idea that I was doing it. And I just can’t imagine what it was 
Idid... 

‘Don’t worry about it, Mother,’ I repeated. ‘It’s nothing to do with 
you. We all think it was an accident.’ 

‘Perhaps it was. But I wish I could really think so.’ 

We reached her door. ‘Good night, Mother,’ and I kissed her. 

She held me for a moment. ‘Good night, son. I am so very, very 
glad you’re home.’ 

When my father and mother had gone to bed I went back to the 
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drawing-room and stood for a moment before the fire, deep in 
thought. This matter of the parlourmaid was evidently worrying my 
mother very much indeed, and the more I thought about it the more 
inexplicable it seemed. I could not accept the idea that my mother 
had made the girl unhappy. Invalids, of course, are frequently bad- 
tempered and querulous. I had been away for five years and I felt 
able to regard my mother objectively; she had never seemed to me 
to be bad-tempered and she did not seem so now. Whatever the 
reasons had been that had made the girl take her own life, I was 
quite sure it was not that. Yet it had been deliberate, or she would 
not have destroyed her documents and letters. I wondered what she 
had done with them. 

The thought of murder crossed my mind, of course, and I put it 
out of my head. We read too many detective stories, which set one 
off upon the most unlikely trains of thought. Nothing suggested any 
conceivable motive for murder in this instance, nor any pos 
of it in Coombargana House. 

Annie might know something that she had not told my parents, 
and it was time that I saw Annie anyway. Annie had been at Coom- 
bargana before I was born. She came from some village near Peter- 
head in Scotland, and as a young girl she had worked in the fishing, 
gutting and packing herrings on the quays. I think my grandfather 
knew her father, old McConchie, as a boy, or perhaps he met him 
when he went home in 1896. In any case, Annie came out with her 
brother James to work for my grandfather in 1908 or 1910, when 
she was probably about twenty years of age. James was still working 
as a stockman with us when I was a child and Annie was the kitchen 
maid, but James left us in 1920 and took up a property near Mortlake, 
helped by a bank guarantee from my grandfather. He and Annie, 
being Scots, lived frugally and saved every penny that came into 
their hands, with the result that in the depression of the ’thirties, 
when everyone was going broke and all the properties were coming 
under the hammer at a knockdown price, the McConchies were pru- 
dently buying land. Jim McConchie has a property of two thousand 
acres over by Mortlake now where he runs Merinoes and a stud of 
Angus cattle; he makes a trip back home every two or three years 
to buy stud beasts and last year he paid three thousand five hundred 
pounds for an Angus bull at the Royal Agricultural Show. Annie 
still works for us in Coombargana House; she never married and 
would scorn to live on James, though she is very proud of his 
success. 


I wondered if Annie was still up. I left the drawing-room and 
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‘went through the dining-room; the light was still on in the kitchen. 


I opened the swing door and there she was, standing by the table. 
‘Evening, Annie,’ I said. ‘How are you today?’ She was not much 


_ changed, a little smaller perhaps, and the grey hair a little thinner. 
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‘Tm fine,’ she said. ‘How have you been keeping? It’s good to see 
- you home again, Mr Alan.’ 

‘Tm very well,’ I said. ‘Very glad to be home.’ 

‘Aye,’ she said. “There’s no doubt about it, your own place is the 
best. How do you find your father and mother, Mr Alan?’ 

‘Not too good,’ I said. ‘It’s time I came home. I didn’t realize that 


_ they were getting so old.’ 


‘Ah well,’ she said, ‘we none of us get any younger.’ 

“You haven’t changed a lot,’ I said. 

‘I keep pretty fair,’ she said. ‘I get the rheumatism now and then, 
but I keep pretty fair.’ 

‘I think this trouble today may have upset my mother,’ I remarked. 

“Aye,’ she said. ‘It’s a great shock to the lady when a thing like 
that happens in the house.’ 

I leaned back against the bright steel sink. ‘I don’t understand why 
she did it,’ I remarked. ‘Was she unhappy, do you think?’ 

‘I would not say so,’ she replied. ‘Very quiet she was, these last 
two or three days. But then, she was always quiet.’ 

I cast about for some clue. “Was she sulky?’ 

She shook her head. ‘She was not. She was very even-tempered, 
very easy to get on with, but she never talked about herself. We got 
on fine, because maybe I’m a bit that way. I never sought to pry 
into her business, nor she into mine.’ 

‘Do you know if she was in the habit of taking things to make her 
sleep?’ I asked. ‘Was she a girl who took a lot of medicines?’ 

She shook her head. ‘There’s a bottle of Eno’s Fruit Salts on her 
washstand, and a tube of Veganin. Then there was the bottle by her 
bedside, that the doctor took away.’ 

‘You don’t know what those sleeping tablets were?’ 

‘I do not, Mr Alan.’ 

‘And there were no letters or papers in her room?’ 

‘Not a scrap. There was nothing written at all, saving one or two 
books from the house.’ 

I glanced at her. ‘That’s very extraordinary, because she must have 
had some papers. She must have had a passport to come from Eng- 
land. What’s happened to that?’ 

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Maybe she got rid of everything when 


she decided to make an end to herself.’ 
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‘You think she did decide to do it, Annie? You don’t think it was 
an accident?’ 

‘It’s not for me to say, Mr han But if it was an accident there 
would be some papers or letters of some kind, I would think.’ 

I thought for a minute. ‘Where could she have burnt things?’ 

‘In the coke boiler, out behind,’ she said. She meant the central 
heating boiler. ‘She could have burned them there.’ 

‘Without anybody knowing?’ 

‘Oh, aye. It gets made up in the morning, and at midday, and at 
night, but in between times nobody goes there.’ 

I glanced at the slow-burning cooking stove. ‘Not here?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I tend this myself, and I would soon have 
known if there was any paper. I would not think that she burned 
anything here.’ 

I stood in silence for a time, thinking over this conundrum. Then 
I looked at her. ‘Is there really nothing, nothing at all amongst her 
things, to tell us who she was? No ornaments, or lockets . . . any- 
thing?’ 

She shook her head. ‘Would you like to have a look inside her 
room, Mr Alan?’ 

I hesitated, reluctant. It seemed an invasion of the dead girl’s 
privacy to go into her room to try to find out things she evidently 
preferred to keep from us. Yet other people had already done so; 
my father had certainly been there, and perhaps my mother. The 
police had been there, turning over with unaccustomed hands the 
underclothing and the dresses. It was doubtful if I could add any- 
thing to what had already been done and I didn’t want to go, yet 
to refuse had something of an element of cowardice attached 
to it. 

‘She’s up there, is she?’ I asked. 

‘Aye, she’s lying there,’ she said. ‘Covered over with the sheet.’ 
She glanced at me, remembering perhaps the little boy that had been 
running about Coombargana House when she was a young woman. 
‘There’s nothing to be feared of, Mr Alan.’ 

‘I know,’ I said. ‘It’s a bad thing to intrude unless you’ve got 
some very goood reason. But I think perhaps I ought to have a look.’ 

‘Tll come up with you,’ she said. 

She motioned me to go before her, but I told her to lead the way 
and we went out to the back lobby and up the bare, scrubbed back 
stairs to the servants’ bedrooms. There was a short corridor ending 
in the swing door to the main house near my own bedroom, and 
there were two rooms on each side of this short corridor. I was not 
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gt saree sie with this part of the house, though I had been in it as 
a child. 

Annie led the way to the second door on the left. I checked her 
before she opened the door. ‘This is her room?’ 

She nodded. 

“Which room do you sleep in?’ I asked. 

‘In there, Mr Alan.’ She indicated the next room on the same side. 
‘The mistress, she said to use these rooms because they have the 
better light and view. The others are a wee bit dark.’ I nodded; the 
two rooms they occupied looked out in the same direction as my 
own, and shared the same view over the property towards the 
Grampians. In the house Bill’s room and the bathroom lay between 
my own room and that of the dead girl. 

I asked, ‘Did you hear anything unusual last night, Annie?’ 

She shook her head. ‘Nothing at all.’ 

She paused for a moment, and then opened the door and switched 


_ the light on, and we went into the bedroom. It was a bare room, with 
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white paint on the woodwork and cream water paint upon the walls. 
It was furnished adequately but simply with a cheap bedroom suite 
of Australian hardwood, consisting of a bed, a chest of drawers 


_ with a mirror on it, and a wardrobe. In addition there was a table 
_ and a chair. On the bed a sheet was stretched over the dead girl. 


On the table was a small, folding, travelling alarm clock of an 
American make, and a bottle of fountain pen ink. With letters and 
documents in the forefront of my mind I unscrewed the top of this 


bottle; the top came off readily, the bottle was half full. I turned 


to Annie. ‘Had she got a pen?’ Instinctively I spoke in a low tone, 
as if in a church. 

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘I saw a pen in her bag.’ She opened the left hand 
small drawer of the chest of drawers and took out rather a worn, 
fairly large bag of dark-blue leather. She opened it, and picked out 
the pen. It was a Parker 41, dark blue in colour, in good condition; 
the ink was still fresh in the nib. It had been used for writing very 
recently. 

I put it back in the bag and examined the remainder of the con- 
tents. There was a compact, a purse with a little money in it but 
no papers, and the usual things that a woman carries round with 
her, a comb, a lipstick, three keys on a ring, a clean handkerchief 
that had evidently been there for some time. There was nothing to 
be learned from these. I glanced at the contents of the drawer, mostly 


- handkerchiefs and stockings; they conveyed nothing to me. I came 


back to the purse and opened it again. ‘What did she do with her 
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money?’ I asked in the same low tone. “This isn’t all she had?’ 

‘She had a savings bank account in the Post Office, Mr Alan. She’d 
go to Forfar once in a while and pay her money in.’ 

‘Where’s the book for that?’ I asked. ‘Is that here?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I would say no. I have not seen it, Mr Alan, 
and I was here when the police made the search.’ 

‘Do you know how much she had in the bank?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I do not.’ 

There were three books on the chest of drawers, but they told me 
nothing except that her tastes were catholic; The Last Days of Hitler 
was sandwiched between Anne of Green Gables and Hocus Pocus. 
I looked for a Bible or a Prayer Book, and found neither. Annie asked, 
‘Do you want to see the clothes, Mr Alan?’ and put her hand on the 
first drawer. % 

I shrank instinctively from the intrusion. ‘There’s nothing there, 
is there? You’ve turned them over?’ j 

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘The police, they went through everything very 
carefully.’ 

‘Leave them be,’ I said. I turned from the chest of drawers and 
looked around the room. Two suitcases lay one on top of the other 
in a corner. I moved over and examined them. Both were old and 
one was in an unfamiliar style, probably foreign, but both were 
empty and without labels. ‘Is this all the luggage she had?’ I 
asked. 

Annie hesitated. ‘I think it is,’ she said. ‘I’ve been wondering, per- 
haps there should have been another. I mind she had to make several 
journeys when she came here first, carrying her luggage from the 
outside door up to this room. She wouldn’t want to carry more than 
one of these up the stairs, one at a time. Maybe she went up and 
down twice only. It’s a while ago since she came, and I was cooking 
at the time and didn’t notice her particularly.’ 

“You didn’t come in here much?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I never went into her room, Mr Alan, nor she 
into mine. The mistress, she comes round once in a while and looks 
in at the rooms, to see that everything is tidy and kept nice.’ 

I stood looking round the room; there was little more to examine. 
The room was fitted with a wash basin with running water, and here 
the soap and toothpaste were of normal brands. The Eno’s and the 
Veganin were on a shelf nearby, but there were no medicines in 
evidence, and practically no cosmetics or lotions, which seemed to 
me unusual for a woman’s room. 


There was nothing to stay for, nothing to be learned. I moved 
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towards the door. Annie paused by the bed, and said in a low tone, 
_ ‘Would you want to look at her?’ Her hand moved towards the sheet. 
_ I shook my head; there was nothing to be gained by that, and we 
_ had done enough intruding. ‘Leave her be. There wasn’t any locket, 
_ or anything under the pillow?’ 
; She shook her head. ‘Nothing of that, Mr Alan. We looked care- 
fully, when the police were here.’ 
I went out into the corridor and she followed me. ‘Well, thanks, 
Annie,’ | said. ‘It'll be a good thing when all this is over and we can 
_ get back to having things normal.’ 
__ She nodded. ‘Aye. It’s been upsetting for everybody. Your parents 
_ must be very glad to see you home again.’ 
___ I nodded. ‘I’m glad I came in time to help them out with this.’ I 
i paused. “Well, good night, Annie. Thank you for showing me.’ 
_ ‘Oh, that’s nothing,’ she said. ‘Good night, Mr Alan.’ 
_ I went through the swing door to the main house and my own 
_ bedroom. The fire was low; I threw on two or three logs and went 
_ downstairs at my slow pace, to get a whisky and to look around the 
_ house a little before going up to bed. 
I poured myself a drink and went and stood in front of the dying 
_ embers of the drawing-room fire, in the silence of the house. I was 
_ still glad to be home again, glad to be taking up the work that was 
my proper job, that I had spurned five years ago, but my pleasure 
was swamped and tempered by this matter of the dead parlourmaid, 
_ so that I could think of nothing else. In this comfortable, homely 
atmosphere there had been a deep and secret trouble that nobody 
had known anything about, so deep that it had led a girl who seemed 
to have been normal and balanced in her mind to take her own life. 
It was incongruous at Coombargana. In a great city such things 
happen now and then, where people are too strained and hurried to 
pay much attention to the griefs of others, but in a small rural com- 
munity like ours, led by wise and tolerant people such as my father 
and mother, staffed by good types culled and weeded out over the 
years, such secret, catastrophic griefs do not occur. Troubles at 
Coombargana had always been small troubles in my lifetime. Noth- 
ing like this had ever happened there before, and it was disturbing 
that it should have happened now. Was something very wrong in all 
these easy, comfortable surroundings, something that nobody sus- 
pected, something that we none of us knew anything about? I felt 
that I would very much like to know the answer to that one. In fact, 
it was my duty to find out. 
I could not put my mind to the affairs of the property; I could 
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think of nothing but this trouble. What curious impulse had it been 
that had led this girl to burn every scrap of evidence of her identity, 
to burn even her bank book? Perhaps there was no money in her 
savings bank, of course; perhaps she had withdrawn all that she had 
and used it in some way. That would have to be checked by the 
police. By all accounts she had lived very quietly, spending prac- 
tically no money. I knew approximately what wage she would have 
been getting; in fifteen months she might have saved two or three 
hundred pounds. What had happened to that? Perhaps the savings 
bank had made a transfer of her balance which would provide us 
with a clue. Was it a possibility that some solicitor, perhaps in 
Ballarat, might have a will? It was conceivable, though hardly likely, — 
that she had made a will. 

How carefully planned, how deliberate it had all been; how certain 
she had been in all the movements leading to her death! Practically 
nothing that was personal to her was left behind. The passport — 
that could go into the fire; she would not need that again. Letters and 
papers — they could go, for she would be reading nothing more after 
tomorrow. Photographs and souvenirs—she would not need them 
now for she would have emotions no more to be stirred; into the 
furnace with them. The bank book —she would have no need of 
money for the journey she was setting out on; let it burn. She had - 
cleaned out her life as one might clean out a house or a bed-sitting- _ 
room before leaving it, and having done so she had lain down to die. 
In any normal person some enormous emotional upset would have 
accompanied the sum of all these sacrifices, and yet apparently there 
had been nothing of the sort. By all accounts, if she had planned her 
death she had gone to it cheerfully, with a quiet and an easy mind. 
She had appeared unmoved to my mother and to Annie, though both 
had remarked that she seemed rather quieter than usual. 

The bizarre thought crossed my mind that if the sleeping tablets 
hadn’t worked she’d have been in a bit of a spot having destroyed 
her passport and her bank book and everything else. If by some 
chance she had been discovered before the drugs that she had taken 
had proved fatal, if she had been rushed into hospital and her life had 
been saved, she would have plumped straight from the sublime to 
the ridiculous and she might have had a lot of bureaucratic diffi- 
culties in getting hold of her money and in getting another passport. 
I smiled cynically and checked the smile, for after all the girl had 
been in deep and secret trouble and it was no laughing matter. But 
how certain she had been of death! 

How could she have been certain of her death? There are ways 
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of committing suicide that really are certain, but taking sleeping 
tablets isn’t one of them. When you take sleeping tablets you go to 
sleep, and death, if it occurs, occurs several hours later. Even then, 
only a doctor experienced in the particular drug and in its effect 
upon a wide variety of patients could say with certainty that the 
_ dose she took would really prove lethal at all, or would prove lethal 
before she was found in the morning. Nothing I had heard indicated 
that this girl had any close or intimate knowledge of medical prac- 


_ tice; she might conceivably have been a nurse at one time, but if so 
: she had never betrayed the fact to my mother, who was an invalid. 


Everything that I had heard indicated that this girl was an edu- 


_ been so sure of death as to get rid of everything by burning in the 


. cated, intelligent, and rational person. How could she possibly have 
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furnace? Surely it must have crossed her mind that suicide in the 
way that she proposed, though easy and pleasant, was by no means 
certain. She must have had some special knowledge of the drug, or 


_ she would not have destroyed her things. 


The whisky may have been responsible though I had not had very 


_ much, because the sentence came into my mind inverted. She would 
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_ not have destroyed her things unless she had some special knowledge 


_ of the drug. She would have hidden them. 


She would have hidden them, so that she could regain them if, in 
fact, she survived the sleeping tablets. I had assumed after talking 


_ to Annie that she had burned everything in the central heating fur- 


nace, but there was not a scrap of evidence that she had done any- 
thing of the sort. With Annie in my mind, the question of the suitcase 
came forward again. Annie had been vaguely puzzled that there were 


_ only two suitcases in her room. Perhaps, in fact, there had been a 


third. Perhaps she had packed into that third suitcase all that she 
valued of her personal possessions and deposited it somewhere where 


_ she could get it if she did survive — in the baggage room of a railway 


station, for example. 

That wouldn’t work, because at Coombargana it would be impos- 
sible for her to get a suitcase off the place in privacy. No bus or other 
public transport comes to Coombargana or within five miles of us. 
She would have to take it in to town in one of our cars or trucks. She 
could not possibly have taken a suitcase out of the house without 
someone noticing and commenting upon it, and no one had sug- 
gested anything of the sort. If she had hidden her belongings in a 
suitcase it would probably still be in Coombargana House; she would 


_ have had difficulty even in getting it down the stairs and out into 


the grounds without Annie noticing. It was at least a possibility that 
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all the evidence that we were looking for was in the house with us. 

I poured myself another drink, a small one, and sat down in my 
father’s chair beside the dying fire. I never believe in dashing at 
things, and this needed thinking about. Suppose the girl had wanted 
to hide a suitcase in the house, where would she put it? It had to be 
where nobody would think of looking, somewhere accessible to her, 
where nobody would see her as she went to hide it. 

That seemed to mean the whole of the top floor. When Annie was 
in the kitchen or away the whole top floor of the house was hers to 
do what she liked with, for my parents seldom went up there now. 
Her case could be in any of the cupboards or closets, in any of the 
bedrooms. Downstairs would be far more difficult with Annie and 
my parents about. It would be difficult for her to take it out to one 
of the outbuildings, for the gardeners were frequently around or 
else the station hands; she could not count on being unobserved. 
But upstairs, on the bedroom floor of Coombargana House, she 
could definitely count on being unobserved at almost any time of 
day. 

If one were to take a look through the top floor of the house, 
where would one start? Where would she be most likely to hide a 
suitcase if she wanted to do so? There were the two empty servants’ 
bedrooms opposite her room and Annie’s; those, I knew, were used . 
as lumber rooms or box-rooms now. A suitcase in amongst a pile of 
our own ancient, disused cases would lie there for years covered in 
dust, till in the future someone clearing out the room to send the 
contents to some jumble sale might find this one and puzzle over 
what was in it, when the very name of Jessie Proctor had been long 
forgotten. 

The more I thought of it, the more convinced I became that her 
belongings might be just across the corridor from her room. It was 
the rational and reasonable place for them to be. 

I left the drawing-room and made my way upstairs through the 
silent house. I looked in at my own room and put another log upon 
the fire, hesitated, and fetched a small electric torch from the dress- 
ing table; I never travel without one of those. Then I went into the 
corridor and passed through the swing door into the servants’ 
quarters, paused for a moment opposite the dead girl’s room to make 
quite sure that I was right, and opened the door on the opposite side 
of the corridor. My torch showed me the light switch, and I turned 
it on. 

It was a bedroom, a room with two beds, furnished sparsely as a 
servant's room. This must be where they slept the married couple, 
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t when they had one. Except for the furniture it was completely 
_ empty; there were mattresses but no bed-clothes on the beds. I 
_ opened the wardrobe door and all the drawers in turn and looked 
_ round for a cupboard, which wasn’t there. There was nothing in that 
_ room, at any rate. 

__. There was another bedroom, the one opposite Annie’s room. | 

_ went along the corridor and opened the door of that one. This was 

_ the room I remembered, the one used as a boxroom. There were 

_ beds dismantled and stacked by the wall, trunks, suitcases, garden 

_ furniture, deck and steamer chairs, beach umbrellas, curtain poles 

_ of an antique design, an old commode, spears, boomerangs, and 

- woomeras, and all the junk that a country house accumulates 

throughout the years. I stood in the doorway looking at all this stuff, 

_ wondering where to begin my search. 

_ There was movement in the room behind me, Annie’s room, and 
a light switched on and showed under the door. I stood cursing and 
embarrassed in the door of the boxroom, till Annie came out of her 
room, dressed in a faded blue dressing-gown, with wisps of thin grey 

_ hair hanging to her shoulders. ‘It’s all right, Annie,’ I said a little 

_ testily. ‘I was just taking a look in here.’ 

She said, ‘Oh —I’m sorry, Mr Alan. I heard a noise and wondered 
what it was.’ She made a movement to withdraw into her room, and 
then she paused, and said, “Were you looking for anything in par- 
ticular?’ 

I hesitated. ‘It just crossed my mind that the girl might have had 
another suitcase, and that it might be in here.’ 

‘I do not think so, Mr Alan,’ she replied. ‘I looked in there this 

_ afternoon.’ 

I stared at her; we had evidently been thinking along the same 
lines. “You did?’ 

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘After the police went away it came into my mind 
she could have packed some of her things away and put them in 
this room. I had a good turn-out in here this afternoon.’ 

‘You didn’t find anything?’ 

She shook her head. 

I glanced around the piles of junk. ‘Not amongst those suitcases?’ 

She shook her head. 

‘Nothing in that cupboard?’ 

‘Only the candlesticks and lamps we used before the electricity.’ 

‘Did you look in those two trunks?’ 

She nodded. ‘There’s only curtains in that one, and the other’s 

- full of the colonel’s uniforms and tropical clothes. I took a good 
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look through everything, Mr Alan.’ | 

There was nothing, then, for me to do in there. I turned and closed 
the door behind me. ‘Very thoughtful of you, Annie,’ I said. ‘It was 
just an idea | had.’ 

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘I was thinking the same thing, that she might have 
left some of her stuff in there. I think she must have burnt it all, 
Mr Alan.’ 

‘Maybe she did,’ I said. I turned up the corridor. ‘Well, good night, 
Annie. Sorry I disturbed you.’ 

‘Good night, Mr Alan.’ 

I went back through the swing door to my room, disappointed, 
for I had expected to find something in the boxroom. It seemed to 
me to be by far the best hiding-place for a suitcase on the top floor — 
of Coombargana. I sat down in the long easy chair before the fire 
in my bedroom and lit a cigarette, and loosened one of the straps 
below my left knee which had been chafing me a little. I sat there 
smoking and wondering about places where a suitcase could be 
hidden, and then it seemed to me that possibly the boxroom wasn’t 
such a good place, after all. It was too obvious. Both Annie and I 
had thought of looking there after a very few hours. Perhaps she 
had been cleverer than that. 

It was conceivable that she had simply put her suitcase in one of 
the empty bedrooms, or even in my own room, working on the 
principle that a thing that is in practically full view is frequently 
overlooked. It did not seem a very likely one, but I got up and took 
my torch and made a tour of the top floor of the house, going into 
all the rooms and opening all the drawers and cupboards. It did not 
take me very long and it yielded nothing. 

There was only one other place, and that was in the roof. The 
possums used to get in to the roof of Coombargana House to nest 
when I was a boy, though the measures that my father had taken 
seemed to have defeated them and I don’t think we had had them 
in the house for a number of years. I had been up into the room once 
or twice on possum hunts twenty-five years ago. It was reached by — 
a trap in the ceiling of the corridor outside Helen’s rooms, ten or 
eleven feet above the floor, inaccessible without a ladder. 

Where had I seen a ladder? I had seen one somewhere, very 
recently, a ladder of light alloy, painted red. It was a fire ladder. I 
remembered it. It hung on hooks along the wall of the servants’ 
corridor above three fire extinguishers. It was to put out of the win- 
dow of the corridor to reach down to the flat roof of the scullery in 
case fire isolated people on the top floor of the building. 
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. It was worth having a look up in the room, and I could probably 
_ Inanage to get up and down the ladder if I was careful and took my 
_ time. I opened the swing door wide and went into the servants’ 
_ quarters, hoping that Annie wouldn’t come out again, and took the 
_ ladder down from the wall, and carried it into the main house, shut- 
_ ting the swing door behind me. I set it up in the corridor and poked 
_ the trapdoor upwards with the top end of it; it stood at a convenient 
_ angle, firm and adequate. 
___ It would be very dirty in the roof and I was in my evening clothes. 
_ Moreover, for a man with my disability to get up into a roof would 
_ be something of a gymnastic feat entailing much use of the arms; I 
had developed a good deal of muscular strength in my arms and 
_ chest in compensation over the years. I went back into my room 
and put on an old pair of trousers and a pullover, and then, with 
the torch in my pocket, I went up into the roof. 
Getting up into the roof wasn’t too difficult, but when I was up 
_ there there were only a few planks laid loosely on the rafters above 
_ the plaster ceiling, with nothing to hold on to if I stood up. I looked 
_ around and there was nothing unusual to be seen: various tanks and 
water pipes, and brick chimneys, and electrical conduits. I hesitated 
to stand up and walk upon the planks, and crawled on hands and 
knees away from the trapdoor and the ladder, till in the end I found 
what I was looking for. 

It stood upon the rafters behind one of the tanks and in an angle 
formed by the brickwork of a chimney, a little shadowed place 
where it might have rested for fifty years and never come to light. 
It was a small suitcase, fairly new and free from dust or dirt. It had 
the initials J.P. embossed on the lid, and it was locked. 

There was a bit of rope up there lying on the rafters, perhaps some 
relic of our possum hunts, and with this I lowered the case down 
through the trapdoor into the corridor. I replaced the trap and eased 
myself carefully down the ladder to the floor, and took the case into 
my room. | was very dirty, and I washed my hands before doing 
anything else. Then I replaced the ladder on the wall of the servants’ 
corridor, and went back to my room and put the suitcase on a table 
by the fire. | 

I knew where the key was, of course. There had been three keys 
on a ring in her bag, but I was reluctant to go back into her room 
to take them from her. I had a bunch of keys of my own for my 
own suitcases and for the trunks that were on their way to me by 

_ sea, and I tried these all in turn to see if I had one which would 
unlock her suitcase. 
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I failed; none of them would fit. There was nothing for it; with a 
heavy heart I went back through the swing door, and opened the 
door into her room. It seemed a despicable thing that I was doing. 
The girl had been in trouble and she was dead, lying there beneath 
the sheet in the room with me. She had gone to great pains to main- 
tain some privacy in her affairs. Now she was dead and could no 
longer defend herself; I had all but breached her privacy and now 
I was robbing her bag, to find out things about her that she wanted 
to keep from us. 

Standing by the chest of drawers opening her bag I imagined I 
could feel the horror and the protest from the girl beneath the sheet 
upon the bed behind me. I whispered, ‘My dear, I’m sorry to be 
doing this to you,’ and took the keys, and thrust the bag back into 
the drawer, and got out of her room and through the swing door 
and back to my own place as quickly as I could. 

I was in no hurry to open her case, now that I could do so. I was 
a little shaken and upset, and not at all sure that I was doing the right 
thing. I left the keys lying on the suitcase and went slowly down- 
stairs to the drawing-room. There were still red embers in the grate 
and warmth in the room, and I poured myself another whisky and 
soda to steady my nerves. The clock struck eleven while I was doing 
so. 
I stood in front of the fire, glass in hand, recovering my self-pos- 
session. I was intensely reluctant to open that case. To do so would 
clearly be an act in opposition to the dead girl’s earnest wish, and 
one should respect the wishes of the dead. The Law might require 
me to do so, but I had the power to tell the Law to go jump in the 
lake, for nobody but I knew that the case existed. There was no 
evidence that the slightest harm would come to anybody if I took 
that suitcase now and thrust it deep into the central heating furnace, 
and if I did that I should certainly be carrying out the dead girl’s 
wish. 

On the other hand, I was responsible for the happiness and well- 
being of everybody in our little community so far as lay within my 
power. Amongst our little party there had been enormous catas- 
trophic grief that had made this girl take her life. Unless I knew what 
it was, that grief might come again. It might be something that did 
not affect Jessie Proctor alone. It might be something to be rooted 
out of Coombargana, some evil that had grown up with the ageing — 
of my father and relaxation of the firmness of control. We might 
have got a sadist or a pervert of some kind on the property. If I left 
this uninvestigated the grief might come again, upon some other 
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person. Some other person might now be suffering as this girl perhaps 


had suffered. 

It was my job to open up that case and see if I could find out what 
the trouble had been. A brief inspection by the coroner might have 
to follow, but after that it could all go into the fire and the sooner 
the better. But opened it would have to be. 

I went up to my room again presently, with a quiet mind. There 


_ Was nothing now to wait for; I shut the door carefully behind me 


and turned the key in the lock. Then I went over to the fireside and 
opened the case upon the table with one of her keys. 
It was full of papers of all sorts, neatly arranged. There were 


_ letters and bank books, and about a dozen quarto manuscript books 


at the bottom. I shuffled through the things on top, and her passport 
caught my eye. I pulled it out, and stood dumbfounded by the name 


_ upon the cover. I opened it and had a little difficulty in turning the 
_ pages, for my fingers were all thumbs. I stared at the photograph 
__ that stared back from the page at me, the broad, square, kindly face 
_ that I remembered so well, the bushy dark eyebrows. 


This wasn’t Jessie Proctor. It was Janet Prentice. 
Leading Wren Janet Prentice, that I had met with Bill in April 
1944, at Lymington in Hampshire, before the invasion of Normandy. 
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There were little, practical jobs to be done mechanically, that saved 
me the necessity of thinking for a minute or two. I started to unpack 


her papers on to the table and arrange them into little heaps in order 


that I might examine them methodically, and very soon I came upon 
the photograph frame. It was a little leather thing that opened like 
a wallet to stand upon a table, that held two photographs beneath a 
cellophane glaze. I stood for a long time with it open in my hand. I 
knew one of them; it was the one that Bill had had taken by an 
indifferent professional photographer in Portsmouth, when he had 
been in training with the Royal Marines at Eastney. It showed him 
in the uniform of a private before he had attained a rank, rather a 
stiff, hack portrait. My mother has a print of it that stands upon the 
table in her room, with one of Helen and one of me. I wondered 
what she would have thought if she had known that her house 


_ parlourmaid had a copy of it, too. 


Opposite this one, in the other glazed frame, was a more living 
AI 


picture. It was a snapshot of Bill taken shortly before his death, in 
the battledress uniform of a sergeant in the Marines, taken in the 
open air upon the roadway of some camp. Janet Prentice was beside 
him in the uniform of a Leading Wren; he had his arm around her 
shoulders and they were laughing together. 

I knew that one existed, though I had never seen it; my mother 
did not know of it at all. Bill had told me about it when I met him 
in the spring of 1944. I was at Fighter Command in those days after 
two tours of operations, first on Hurricanes and then on Spitfires. It 
was so long since we had met that when a job cropped up that was 
to take me to a conference at Beaulieu aerodrome I had shamelessly 
extended it and snatched an extra twenty-four hours from my office 
on Sunday in order that I might see Bill before ‘Overlord’, before the 
balloon went up. I flew down in a Spit from Northolt late one Satur- 
day evening and landed in the dusk. Tony Patterson was there and © 
he had laid a car on for me to take me into Lymington, where I had 
booked a room at the Roebuck Hotel, and Bill had met me there for 
dinner. 

In the first exchanges over a couple of drinks before we ate, Bill 
told me that he knew Beaulieu aerodrome. It was nearly two years 
since we had met; I had been in Egypt and the Western Desert before 
my office job, and when I was drafted back to England he had been 
up at some Commando training place on the west coast of Scotland. 
So much had happened to us both, so differently had we developed, 
that it took us a few minutes to establish contact again and to reach 
the point when we could talk about the matters we both wanted to 
discuss. The gin helped, of course. 

‘What were you doing at the aerodrome?’ I asked. ‘You don’t go 
arsing about up in the air?’ 

He shook his head. “There’s a flight sergeant there in charge of 
the P.R. unit,’ he said. I nodded; Beaulieu aerodrome was now a mass 
of fighters, Thunderbolts and Typhoons in readiness for close sup- 
port of the invasion landings on the other side, but previously there 
had been a photographic reconnaissance flight of Lightnings there 
and the photographers with their equipment for developing and 
printing were still in one of the buildings. ‘He’s a good type,’ said 
Bill. “Nobody’s allowed to have a camera down here, of course.’ I 
did not know that, but with the intense security precautions neces- 
sary before the invasion it was obviously so. ‘He'll take anybody’s 
picture for a dollar and let you have the prints. Good pictures, too. 
I went up there with Janet this afternoon and he took one of us. I’m 
going to pick them up on Wednesday.’ 
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This was getting near the subject we both wanted to discuss. 


_ ‘Where’s Janet now?’ I asked. ‘Is she here?’ I had never met her 


then, of course. 
He shook his head. ‘She only got a three hour pass. She caught 


_ the ferry back to Mastodon from just outside the aerodrome.’ He 
_ Meant the naval truck that plied between Exbury Hall upon the 


Beaulieu River that was now H.M.S. Mastodon, and Lymington. 
‘She’s got a full day off tomorrow.’ 

‘Got anything laid on?’ 

‘She’s got a boat,’ he said. “When have you got to go back?’ 

‘Be all right if I get off at dawn on Monday,’ I replied. ‘I’ve got a 
natter on with the Americans tomorrow evening — I’ve got to be up 


__ at the aerodrome at six o’clock. And I'll have to slip out to the aero- 


drome in the morning to ring up the office. That won’t take more 


_ than half an hour. After that I’ve got all day, till six o’clock.’ 


“You could make the call from here.’ 
I shook my head. ‘It’s got to be a scrambled line. It won’t take 


long. I’ve got transport laid on to collect me here at half past eight.’ 


He looked me up and down, and grinned. ‘All these bloody rings 
and gongs,’ he said. ‘I suppose they give you transport any time you 
want it.’ 

I ordered two more gins. ‘Mum was asking in the last letter if you 
were ever going to get a commission.’ 

‘Not much,’ he said. ‘I get more fun this way. If I’d been an officer 
I wouldn’t have met Janet.’ 

‘Don’t you believe it,’ I replied. ‘Most of the officers’ popsies that 
you see are in the ranks. They don’t give commissions to the best 
popsies. Reserve them for a higher destiny than being a wing officer.’ 

‘Reserve some of them for a job of work,’ he observed. 

I glanced at him. ‘What does she do?’ 

‘O.A.,’ he told me. ‘Ordnance Artificer at Mastodon. Leading Wren. 
She looks after the guns on the L.C.T.s and the L.C.I.s. Force J 
mostly, in the Beaulieu River.’ 

I glanced around, for this was careless talk and there might be 
some security snooper listening to us. But there was no one within 
hearing. ‘Services the guns?’ 

He nodded. ‘If a ship reports defects in its Oerlikon or twin Lewis 
she goes on board and checks it over, and if it’s crook she takes it on 


- shore to the armoury and swaps it for another.’ 


I raised my eyebrows a little. Most of the popsies that had come 
my way were ornamental young women from the ops room, or in 
radar. 
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Bill grinned. ‘She knows her stuff.’ 

‘Are you engaged to her?’ 

‘No,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Nothing like that.’ He stood fingering 
his glass upon the bar. ‘Not till after the balloon’s gone up. Time 
enough to think about that then.’ 

I said, “You'd like to be?’ 

He nodded. ‘She’s a beaut girl.’ 

‘How would she go down with Dad and Mum?’ At Lymington in 
Hampshire, in the British forces, we were a long way both in distance 
and in thought from Coombargana in the Western District. 

‘She’d be all right.’ 

“Does she know anything about Australia?’ 

He grinned. ‘Not a thing. They none of them do. It’s no good try- 
ing to explain, either. I told her we were farmers. They understand 
that.’ é 

I nodded. I had had some of this myself. When I was new to 
England I tried once or twice to explain to people how we lived, 
and found that they thought I was shooting a line. I had soon learned 
to shut up and to identify myself as a farmer’s son — which, of course, 
was true. 

‘Got any idea what youre going to do when this is over?’ I asked 
him. 

‘When what’s over? “Overlord’’?’ He dropped his voice for the © 
last word, as one which ordinary people did not speak aloud. 

‘No. The war.’ 

‘When’s that going to be?’ 

‘May be this autumn. It probably won’t go another year.’ 

‘Is that what they are saying at your place?’ 

I nodded. It was difficult for either of us to credit such a thing, 
after five years. ‘Think you'll go back to Cirencester?’ Bill had come 
to England in July 1939, when he was nineteen years old, to go to 
an agricultural college. He had stayed there, unwilling, for a few 
months in the period of the phoney war before enlisting in the 
Marines. 

He shook his head. ‘I’d never go back to school now. What about 
you?’ 

I had done two years-of Law at Oxford, at the House, on my 
Rhodes scholarship. ‘I wouldn’t mind going back for a bit, finish 
off what I started.’ 

‘Go home and see the parents first of all?’ 


‘Oh, I think so. Go home for a month or two, and then come back 
to finish off at Oxford.’ 
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Bill put his glass down thoughtfully upon the bar. ‘I don’t want 
to do that,’ he said. ‘I'd like to marry Janet and go back to 
Coombargana, and stay there looking at the sheep for a long, long 
time.’ 

I glanced at him quickly. ‘Like that, is it?’ 

‘A bit.’ He was a frogman at that time, of course. I did not know 

the full scope of his work then, though I knew that he went re- 
peatedly to the beaches of northern France in the dark night, to go 
ashore and to survey the tetrahedrons and the Elements C with land 
mines tied to them with which the Germans were fortifying the land- 
ing beaches. I had seen the air photographs that the Lightning pilots 
had returned with, taken as they flew along through flak at fifty feet, 
and I knew that one of Bill’s jobs was to go by night in M.T.B. or 
submarine, to swim ashore or paddle in a folboat in the darkness 
under the noses of the Germans at the head of the beach, to examine 
these things and report on them. It seemed to me that he was starting 
to feel the strain, but there was absolutely nothing I could do about 
it. I had been through periods of strain myself. 
_ I said, ‘One of us ought to get back there as soon as possible. Helen 
says the rabbits are just terrible.’ With my father on service in the 
Northern Territory, Mother was running the station with Helen 
nominally helping her but spending most of her time in Melbourne 
doing something with the Red Cross. Mother was putting up a 
marvellous show, but with half the men away at the war the pro- 
perty was obviously going downhill. 

He glanced at me. ‘You won’t be going back yourself?’ 

I shook my head. ‘You go. Marry the girl and make an honest 
woman of her’ — he grinned — ‘and go back and help Dad work it up 
again. If I go back to live at all, it won’t be for years.’ I knew what 
he was thinking: that I was the elder son. ‘If ever I come back, it’s 
big enough to split up into two.’ 

He nodded. ‘If we don’t do that, somebody’! do it for us. It’s too 
much land to hold as one property in these days.’ 

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Anyway, you go back and run it, soon as you 
like. Take Janet with you, and give her a shock.’ 

He laughed. ‘She’ll get that all right. A farm here means about a 
hundred acres.’ 

‘Who is she, Bill?’ I asked him curiously. ‘What’s her back- 
ground?’ 

‘Good middle class,’ he said. ‘Nothing social, or upstage. You 
may know her father. He’s a professor or a don or something, at 
Oxford.’ 
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‘Professor Prentice?’ Or was it Dr Prentice? The name was some- — 
how familiar. 

‘I suppose so. Do you know him?’ 

_ I shook my head. ‘There’s such a lot of them. Do you know what 
college he’s in?’ 

‘Is there one called Wyckham, or some name like that?’ 

I nodded. ‘He’s at Wyckham ?’ 

‘I think so.’ 

‘Do you know what he teaches?’ . 

Bill grinned. ‘Semantics,’ he said. ‘I learned that word.’ 

‘Christ. Do you know what it means?’ 

‘Well, it’s not Jews,’ said Bill. ‘Janet won’t have that. It’s words or 
something.’ 

I nodded. I didn’t think there was a chair of Semantics in the 
university; it was probably a research subject. He might be a pro- 
fessor of modern languages or English literature if, indeed, he was 
a professor of anything. In any case, it was a decent background for 
the girl to have; she would be able to hold her own in feminine 
society in the Western District. 

Bill asked, ‘Do you know him?’ 

‘I don’t think so. What’s he like to look at?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I’ve never met the family. I'll probably 
get round to doing that when the balloon’s gone up.’ 

Our lives hinged upon the date for ‘Overlord’, still all unknown. 
It was not very close, for there must be great concentrations of 
troops and landing craft in the last week or two, and they were not 
there yet. It was not very far away, because the ground was drying 
hard after the winter rains, and tanks could operate across country 
now, or would be able to very shortly. Up at Fighter Command we 
none of us knew the date; from the internal evidence that passed 
across my desk I guessed it to be about six weeks off. I could not 
make that known to anybody, even to Bill. 

A picture came into my mind of a broad-shouldered, broad-faced 
man of fifty-five or sixty, a man with a square, rugged face and very 
bushy eyebrows, iron grey like his hair. I thought that was Dr 
Prentice but I was not sure, nor could I remember where I had met 
him. In any case, it didn’t matter now. 

We went up to the dining-room for dinner, a poor meal in those 
days of tight rationing, and we drank watery beer. It was no fault 
of the hotel that they served us a poor meal, with all their staff 
called up and put into the Services to cook for us, but when the 
sweet that was not sweet came to the table I said to Bill, ‘I hope 
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your Janet can cook.’ 
: ‘I shouldn’t think so,’ he replied. ‘I don’t think she’s ever had to 
Oo it.’ 

“How old is she?’ 

‘She joined the Wrens straight from school in 1941,’ he said. ‘I 
suppose she was eighteen and a half then—I think she was. She’d 
be twenty-one now.’ He paused. ‘Somehow, she seems older than 
that — the way she goes on with the ratings. They’re scared stiff of 
her on the L.C.T.s,’ 

I smiled. ‘Scared stiff of her?’ 

‘My word,’ he said, ‘you ought to see her carry on if she goes on 
board a ship and finds the gun rusty. They’re more frightened of 
her than they would be of a C.P.O.’ 

‘She must have quite a reputation.’ 

He nodded. ‘She has that. She’s probably the only Leading Wren 
in the Navy who’s ever been congratulated personally by the First 
Sea Lord.’ 


I stirred, and came back to my room in Coombargana, to the 
present. A wood fire does not burn for very long; I laid the little 
photograph frame down upon the table and crossed mechanically 
to the fire, and put on two or three more logs. I did not go back to 
investigate the suitcase further; there was time enough for that. So 
many memories of Bill and Janet Prentice .. . 

May Spikins, Viola Dawson, and Petty Officer Waters had all 
told me about Janet Prentice and her life in the Wrens, when I found 
them one by one in the post-war years, in 1950 and 1951. She had 
not kept in touch with any of them and they were little help to me 
in finding her, but they filled out the picture of the girl that I had 
met with Bill on that fine April Sunday before ‘Overlord’, when we 
had gone down the river in the small grey naval motor boat into 
the Solent and had picnicked on the sand spit near Hurst Castle. 

She was born in Crick Road in North Oxford; I went and found 
the big house in 1948 when I went back to finish my Law course. 
Her old house and most of the neighbouring houses had been cut 
up into flats and only one old lady in the road remembered the 
Prentices. She had a sister some years older than herself, who in 
1948 was married and probably in Singapore, but I never succeeded 
in discovering her married name. She had no brothers. She had lived 
all her life in the pleasant, easy, academic atmosphere of Oxford. It 
had all been laburnum and magnolia and almond blossom in her 
childhood, and talk of the Sitwells and Debussy and Handel. That 


47 


was her life till 1939, when she took School Certificate and the war 
began. 

it all came to an end then,’ she told Viola Dawson once. ‘I was 
going up to Lady Margaret Hall in 1941, but the war put paid to that. 
I was jolly lucky to get into the Wrens; I wouldn’t have liked it in 
the Army or a factory. If it couldn’t be Oxford, I’m glad it was the 
_ Wrens.’ 

I think that her last year at school was probably spoilt for her by 
the war. Academic life had died in Oxford as the phoney war was 
succeeded by the real war. Her father joined the Observer Corps and 
spent long hours of most nights at a watch point on Boars Hill, a 
telephone headset strapped across his beret, watching, reporting the 
movements of aircraft in the skies to the central plotting room fifty 
miles away. After a night of that a man of sixty has little energy 
next day for any but routine work, and her father laid aside research 
and confined himself to his lectures to small groups of under- 
graduates and large groups of officers from various Services who 
were brushing up their languages. 

In that last year of school her home was crowded with evacuees, 
irritating strangers who were always there when you wanted them 
away, always talking when you wanted privacy. Her education 
suffered, for school work in the evenings was unthinkable at the - 
time of the Battle of Britain, and she spent much of her leisure time 
at a depot that made up and despatched Red Cross parcels. There 
was no fun in Oxford in those days. 

It was a relief when her time came to join the Wrens. She was a 
big, broad-shouldered girl at eighteen and a half, still awkward with 
the gaucheness of a puppy. It was a relief and an unpleasantness at 
the same time; her first few days of readjustment at the Training 
and Drafting depot were not happy ones. She was to prove herself 
a good mixer when the Service had formed her character, but at the 
time of her entry she had never mixed. She had never shared her 
bedroom with anybody since childhood days; now she had to sleep 
on the top bunk of a double-decker in a hut with thirty other girls 
of every social grade. She had to undergo the most intimate medical 
examinations, the least offensive of which was a close examination 
of her head and underclothes for lice. She had to learn the language. 
Going out of the depot gate to visit the local cinema was ‘going on 
shore’. She got sternly rebuked by a Wren petty officer on her third 
day for incautiously referring to the galley as ‘the kitchen’, and it 
was weeks before she could remember what time was indicated by 
four bells in the forenoon watch. She very soon learned, however, 
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that if you put the counterpane on your bunk with the anchor 
upside down the ship would sink. 

At the end of her fortnight basic training she had begun to take 
it easy; the crudities of Service life were gradually ceasing to offend. 
At i point she had to volunteer for her particular category of 
work. 

She had no ambition to become a cook or a steward; she was good 
at Virgil, which nobody seemed to want, but ignorant of shorthand, 


- typewriting or book-keeping. She would have liked to be a boat’s 


crew Wren but the competition was terrific and she had little know- 
ledge — at that time —of boats. She had a vague, unexpressed sym- 
pathy with things mechanical; she liked oiling her bicycle or tinker- 
ing with the mowing machine; she could replace the worn flex of a 
reading lamp. She elected on these qualifications to go to the Fleet 
Air Arm, and because she had once or twice fired a shot-gun and 
was not afraid of it she became a Qualified Ordnance Wren. 

She was sent to an Ordnance depot where she was taught to dis- 
mantle, clean, and check a Browning .Z00 and to load the belts into 
an aircraft; she mastered that without difficulty and graduated on 
to the 20 mm. Hispano cannon. Her education was complete then, 
and with a batch of other Ordnance Wrens she was sent down to 
Ford near Littlehampton on the south coast of England, where she 
settled down to ply her trade from December 1941 to June 1943. 

At Ford aerodrome she passed the most formative eighteen months 
of her life. She went there as a callow, undeveloped schoolgirl, un- 
sure of herself, awkward and hesitant. She left it as a Leading Wren 
with no great ambition for any higher rank, reliable, efficient, and 
very well able to look after herself; a mature young woman. 

She became a pleasant young woman, too, and a popular one. 
She never aspired to any film star type of beauty, but she was an 
open, cheerful, healthy girl with a well developed sense of humour. 
She was better in overalls and bell-bottoms than in a backless evening 
frock, more usually seen with a smear of grease upon her forehead 
where she had brushed back a wisp of hair than with anything upon 
her face from Elizabeth Arden. The pilots of the flight she worked 
with grew to like her and to have confidence in guns that she had 
serviced; from time to time they used to take her up in Swordfish or 
in Barracudas to fire a gun from the rear cockpit. She was quite a 
good shot with a stripped Lewis. Physically she had always been 
broad-shouldered and athletic, and lugging loaded drums and belts 
and canisters of ammunition about all day made her as strong as a 
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She was all things to all men and spent most of her life being so, 
because the men outnumbered the girls at Ford by four to one. 
Every evening there was a dance or Ensa show, or a party to the 
movies in Littlehampton. She learned to talk in terms that they 
could understand to the shy young sub-lieutenant fresh from school 
or to the uncouth rating fresh from a Liverpool slum; on occasion 
she could express herself on matters of sex in good old English words 
that would have shocked her father and puzzled her mother. She 
learned to suit her language to the company that she was in. 

War moulded her and made her what she was. When first she 
went to Ford the German bombers used to come frequently to bomb 
the aerodrome during the night; she spent long, weary nights down 
in the shelters. She learned quite soon what a dead man looked like, 
and a dead girl. She learned what a crashed aircraft looks like, and 
what a frail and messy thing the human body is when taken from 
the crash. The first time she saw this she wanted to be sick, and 
then she wanted to cry and was afraid of being laughed at. After the 
fifth or sixth such incident she wanted to do neither, and was con- 
tent to do what she could to help in cleaning up the mess. 

She got home to Oxford now and then on leave, and gradually 
she became distressed for her parents. War was hitting them much 
harder than it was hitting her. She was merry and well fed and con- 
fident, serene in the knowledge that she was doing a worth-while 
job; she could put on her Number Ones and doll herself up smartly 
to go home and cut a dash. At home she found her mother tired and 
worn with the work of cooking and catering for.a large household 
with little or no help at a time of increasing shortages, and harassed 
by six strange children from the East End of London living in the 
house. Her father seemed smaller and greyer than she had remem- 
bered him; he was no longer the jovial don who took life easily 
with good conversation and good port in the Senior Common Room. . 
There was no port in Oxford in those days and little time for con- 
versation; her father seemed to be able to talk of nothing but the 
Observer Corps, its administration, its efficiency, and its discipline. 
Before she had been a year at Ford Janet came to look forward to 
her next pass with something close to apprehension; it was pitiful 
to see her mother ageing and be unable to help her, to see her father 
turning into just another poor old man. 

In the early summer of 1943 she got an opportunity to change her 
job. C.P.O. Waters told me about it when I talked to him in his 
tobacconist’s shop in Fratton Road, in Portsmouth, in 1951. He 
remembered Leading Wren Prentice very well indeed, for she was 
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the subject of one of his best and most frequently told stories. ‘It 
was in 1943, in the summer,’ he told me. ‘Gawd, that was a lark!’ 
He savoured the memory, grinning. ‘They wanted Ordnance Wrens 
to look after the guns on the invasion fleet, Combined Operations. 
They sent a chit all round the Ordnance depots asking for Wren 
volunteers. These girls, they didn’t know what the job was on 


_ account of it being secret; they thought it was to work on M.T.B.s, 


but really it was the tank landing craft and that. Every L.C.T. Mark 4, 
she had two Oerlikons, and every L.C.S. — and there were thousands 
of them. No wonder they had to rob the other branches of the 
Service for Ordnance Wrens! I dunno how many Oerlikons there 
were in the Normandy party — thousands and thousands of ’em.’ 

The 20 mm Oerlikon was not unlike the 20 mm Hispano that 
Janet was used to servicing, so the work would present no difficulty 
to her. She felt that she would like to make a change and to see 
another side of the Navy; it seemed absurd that she had been in the 
Wrens for nearly two years and she had never been near a ship. 
With half a dozen other Wrens from Ford she volunteered for the 
new service, and was sent on a short course to Whale Island to 
convert to Oerlikons. 

Whale Island lies in Portsmouth Harbour and it is the site of 
H.M.S. Excellent, the naval gunnery training and experimental estab- 
lishment. Whale Island is a very serious place, full of ambitious 
regular naval officers with black gaiters on their legs and a stern 
frown on their foreheads, all intent on advancing themselves in their 
career by developing a new system of fire control or improving an 
old one. Janet Prentice was ten days at Whale Island and to her 
delight the curriculum of her course included two afternoons of 
firing the Oerlikon at a sleeve target towed by an aeroplane; this 
practice was carried out upon the grid at Eastney firing out over the 
sea. It was considered necessary that the girls should be able to test 
the guns that they had overhauled with a short burst of fire, and to 
make the matter interesting for them they were given a brief, ele- 
mentary course of eyeshooting at a towed target, using the simple 
ring sight. 

On the first afternoon of their shoot, when it came to Janet’s 
turn to fire, the target sleeve mysteriously began to disintegrate into 
ribbons. She went on firing for about twenty rounds, and it parted 
from the towing wire altogether and fluttered down into the sea. 
‘The rest of ’em all missed astern,’ the chief petty officer told me, 
years later, leaning across the counter of his little shop. “You get 
them sometimes like that — natural good shots, but this was the first 
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time I ever knew it in a girl. I give her a coconut out of the ready- 
use locker, there on the grid. Gunnery officers on ships from West 
Africa or India, they used to bring me back a sack or two of coconuts, 
’n I’d always have one ready if that happened. Makes a bit of fun for 
the class, you see. Makes ’em take an interest.’ 

Two days later they were taken to the range again for their final 
shoot. Their visit coincided with a demonstration to the Naval Staff 
of a new sort of towed target designed to replace the sleeve, a little 
winged glider that looked just like a real aeroplane and which 
seemed to tow much faster than the linen sleeve. 

At that time the Naval Staff were divided into two schools of 
thought regarding the best method of fire control against low-flying 
aircraft. The Director of Naval Ordnance held that all guns should 
be predictor-controlled. The Director of the Gunnery Division held 
that all guns should be radar-controlled. This battle was raging at 
the time more fiercely than the one against the Germans. The one 
point that both agreed upon was that eyeshooting was no use at all 
for bringing down an aeroplane. 

The Fifth Sea Lord wanted to see a shoot against the winged target, 
the First Sea Lord wanted to see if radar was really any good against 
an aircraft at close range, and both wanted a day down by the sea. 


With their attendant brass they drove down in style from the — 


Admiralty, had lunch with the Captain of H.M.S. Excellent, and 
went out full of good food and Plymouth gin for their afternoon’s 
entertainment at Eastney. 

The Range Officer at that time was a certain Lt-Cdr Cartwright, 
R.N., whose ship had been torpedoed in the North Atlantic by two 
German submarines simultaneously while he was busy depth-charg- 
ing a third. His subsequent immersion for two hours in the North 
Atlantic in midwinter followed by thirty-six hours in an open boat 
had done him no good. After his convalescence he had been rele- 
gated to shore duties for six months, to his immense disgust, and 
had been sent down to take charge of firing operations on the grid 
at Eastney. 

Commander Cartwright was a general duties officer, a salt horse, 
whose profession was commanding a ship; he had little use for 
gunnery specialists and their toys. To him a simple weapon was a 
good weapon and a complex weapon was a bad one; it was as 
straightforward as that. His administration of the range included 
both the experimental and the training shoots; in his own mind he 
gave strong preference to training and had little patience with experi- 
mental work, especially when it interfered with any of the courses. 
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To him the visit of the Board of Admiralty that afternoon was a 
sheer waste of the time of busy people. It meant that he would have 
to stop his training shoots when the brass arrived and he would have 
a hundred ratings and a dozen Wrens standing idle for an hour or 
SO, Waiting till this damned experimental nonsense was over. 

He let off at his R.N.V.R. assistant in hearing of the C.P.O. ‘Half 
of them won’t get a shoot at all unless we stick our heels in,’ he said 
irritably. “Well, I’m not going to have it. I won’t pass them out until 
each of them has had a proper shoot. These muggers from the 
Admiralty seem to think that training doesn’t matter.’ 

When all the admirals and captains came to the grid he was stiffly 
correct in his black gaiters, inwardly furious. The towing aircraft 
appeared dead on time, and far behind it a small winged object 
streaked across the sky. It was the first time that any of the brass 
had seen it and nobody knew how large it was or how fast it was 
going. The technical officers examined its flight with some concern. 
The predictor boys spoke in low tones to the Director of Naval 


_ Ordnance protesting that some knowledge of the size was necessary 


to their fire control. The radar boys spoke in low tones to the Director 
of the Gunnery Division explaining that the thing was giving an 
uncommonly poor response upon the cathode ray screen, and voic- 
ing their suspicion that it was made of wood, which clearly wasn’t 
fair. 

The two Directors hesitantly preferred these objections to one or 
two of the lesser admirals. The First Sea Lord, overhearing, remarked 
that they would listen to the technicians after tea. In the meantime, 
he was there to see that thing shot down. 

They fired at it for an hour, in ten runs past the grid at varying 
angles of approach and altitudes. They fired at it with the quadruple 
Vickers, with the multiple pom-pom, with a predictor-controlled 
twin Bofors, with a radar-controlled triple Oerlikon, and with a 
comic thing that fired a salvo of sixteen rockets all at once. At the 
end of the hour the target was still flying merrily about the sky, 
and half the officers were laughing cynically and half were speech- 
less with frustration. 

Commander Cartwright was a very angry man. His training 
classes were standing idle and laughing at each failure; clearly their 
morale was suffering. They would have little confidence after a show 
like this that they could hit an aeroplane, if all the experts couldn't. 
It was intolerable that they should have to witness an exhibition of 
this sort that brought his training effort into ridicule. 

His instructor, C.P.O. Waters, who had had ten years of experience 
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upon the grid, sidled up to him. ‘I got a Wren down there that could 
hit that thing,’ he said out of the corner of his mouth. “That one what 
hit the sleeve on Monday. She’s a natural, she is. She could hit 
that, sir.’ 

The officer’s eyes gleamed. ‘Think she could?’ 

‘I think so, sir. What’s it doing? Hundred and eighty knots?’ 

‘About that, I should say.’ 

‘She could hit it, sir. Ask if some of the training class can’t have 
a go, and leave the rest to me.’ 

Commander Cartwright went up to the observation tower, caught 
the eyes of the Captain of H.M.S. Excellent, and saluted smartly. 
‘We have three courses waiting down on the grid, sir, each for their 
final day of eyeshooting. Could we save time in getting out another 
aircraft by letting them shoot at this?’ p 

The Captain said, ‘I think that’s quite a good idea. It would be 
interesting to see the comparison, too.’ The Director of the Gunnery 
Division said, ‘I don’t think you can expect much from that.’ The 
First Sea Lord said, ‘I have no objection. What time is it now? I 
must be off by half past four.’ 

Down on the grid the Chief said, ‘Here you, Leading Wren Prentice, 
On the Oerlikon.’ She stepped forward, bursting with importance, 
and slipped her shoulders into the half rings. The Chief pulled the 
strap behind her shoulders and made it fast for her. ‘Take it easy,’ he 
said quietly. “Try it first about a hundred and eighty knots, ’n if that 
don’t work, feel it up towards two hundred, like you been taught. 
Now wait till I tell you to fire.’ 

Janet grinned at him. ‘Okay Chief.’ 

Up on the observation tower where the high brass were congre- 
gated the vice-admiral who was A.C.N.S.(W.) looked down to the 
Oerlikon. “What’s that —a Wren?’ 

By his side Commander Cartwright said, ‘It’s the eyeshooting 
class for Qualified Ordnance Wrens, sir. Ladies first.’ 

Down on the grid Janet moved up on the circumferential steps 
behind her as she depressed the Oerlikon to the approaching target. 
A hundred and eighty knots, fairly near the outer ring but two-thirds 
in from that because it was diagonal, flying a little below the centre 
because of the range. She had never had the slightest difficulty with 
this; it all seemed commonsense to her. By her side the old Chief 
said quietly, ‘Wait for it. Remember, don’t look at the tracer, 
just keep looking at the sight, and mind what I told you. Wait for 
abs 

She had it fair and square between the rings at about four o’clock, 
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exactly as she wanted it. The little target glider grew quickly larger. 
‘Now - fire!’ 
She pressed the grip and the gun started shaking rhythmically, 
and the noise was great, and the smoke of cordite was all around 


her. She had the little glider held fixed in her sight exactly as she 
_ wanted it; she swung her body across and down to keep it there 


and the gun swung slowly with her. Deliberately she felt the target 


_ back towards the outer ring, moving it very slowly, anticipating the 
_ violent throbbing of the gun, bracing herself to master this wild 


thing that she had started with her grip. 

She was exultant. This was really living; it was fun! 

And suddenly there were two flashes on the little glider, one on 
the wing and one on the body. It rolled over on its back and one of 


_ the wings came off and began to flutter down. The Chief roared in 
_ her ear, “Cease Fire!’ 


She released her grip and the clamour of the gun stopped, and she 


_ stood watching with the smoke all around her. The glider was 


plunging violently and wildly in the air at the end of its mile-length 
of cable, in fantastically irregular flight. Then the cable suddenly 
went slack as the observer in the towing aircraft cut it free, and 


_ the target fell in spinning confusion into the sea with a small splash. 


On the grid the class were cheering wildly. The Chief released 
Janet from the back strap; reaction was upon her and she was trem- 
bling as if she still fired the gun. From the ready-use ammunition 
locker the Chief produced another coconut; she took it from him, 
laughing. 

Up on the observation tower the range officer said drily to his 
Captain, ‘There’s something to be said for the old methods, after all.’ 

His Captain said, ‘Oh, certainly. But it’s exceptional. She’s prob- 
ably a Senior Wrangler in civil life, and teaches trigonometry.’ 

The higher admirals were perfectly delighted, especially the Fifth 
Sea Lord. ‘There, D.N.O.—and you, D.G.D. What about it? Beaten 
by a girl with five bob’s worth of sights upon the gun! I haven’t 
had an afternoon like this for years!’ 

Somebody said resentfully, ‘She’s probably a crack shot in civil 
life, sir.’ 

The First Sea Lord said, ‘Well, I should like to know about that. 
Let’s have her up here for a minute.’ 

AnR.N.V.R. officer was despatched down to the grid at the double 
to fetch C.P.O. Waters and Leading Wren Prentice to the Presence; 


- Janet fumbled with her coconut and gave it to May Spikins to look 


after for her, put her hat on straight, and went with the warrant 
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officer up to the tower. Here she was passed quickly to Commander 
Cartwright, by him to the Captain of H.M.S. Excellent, and by him 
to the First Sea Lord. She looked at him nervously, a red-faced old 
gentleman with heavy gold braid rings upon his cuff that seemed 
to go right up to the elbow, and a fruit salad of medal ribbons on 
his chest. She was still trembling from the clamour of the gun, from 
reaction, and from fright. 

He said kindly, ‘That was very good shooting, young lady. I con- 
gratulate you. Had you done much shooting before you joined the 
Service?’ 

She said, ‘I had fired a shot-gun, sir. Only twice.’ 

‘Have you done much shooting since you joined?’ 

_ She hesitated, because at Ford it was against the regulations for 
Wrens to fly. Then she decided it was better to tell the truth. ‘I was 
in the Fleet Air Arm before coming here,’ she said. “They used to take 
us up sometimes to test the observer’s Lewis or Browning by firing it.’ 

‘What did you fire at? Something in the sea?’ 

‘Yes, sir. A bit of wood or seaweed — anything.’ 

All the officers were studying her. The First Sea Lord asked, ‘What 
are you in civil life?’ 

She said awkwardly, ‘Well, sir —-I wasn’t anything. I mean, I was 
at school.’ 

The Captain of Excellent asked, ‘What were you best at, at 
school ?’ 

She hesitated. “Well, I like Latin best, I think.’ It seemed a pretty 
crackpot sort of question to her, and it must have been, because 
one or two of them laughed. 

The First Sea Lord asked, ‘Did you have any difficulty in learning 
eyeshooting ?’ 

‘No, sir.’ She had a natural flair for it. All the rest of her class 
had been much puzzled by it, and she had spent an hour trying to 
make May Spikins see what seemed so obvious to her. ‘I just did 
what the Chief taught us.’ 

That brought in Chief Petty Officer Waters. The admiral asked 
him, ‘Is this Wren exceptional, Chief?’ 

He answered stiffly, ‘She’s better than the general run, sir. I’d say 
that she’s a natural good shot.’ 

‘That’s why you put her on to shoot?’ 

“Yes, sir,’ 

Somebody else asked, ‘What are the Ordnance Wrens like, in 
general, compared with the ratings?’ 

He said, ‘They’re better, sir —no doubt of that. Of course, they’re 
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i better educated, mostly, than the called up classes that we're getting 
- in now,’ 
__ The First Sea Lord said, “Well, I congratulate you on this young 
_ lady, Chief. It was very good shooting.’ The petty officer beamed 
with pleasure, storing up each word in a retentive memory, to retail 
to me in the end eight years later. 
He withdrew with Janet and they left the tower together and 
_ went down to the class on the grid. He sent her back into the ranks, 
and called the squad to attention. ‘Now look here, you Wrens,’ he 
_ said in measured tones. ‘I just been congratulated by the First Sea 
Lord himself, on account of what Leading Wren Prentice, No 3 in 
_ the front rank, just did. Now you see what can be done with eye- 
shooting if you troubles to learn how to do it. What Leading Wren 
_ Prentice did any one of you can do, if you takes the trouble. Other- 
wise you better change your category and go for a cook. Now, stand 
easy.’ 

They all bent towards Janet. ‘Did you see the First Sea Lord? What 
did he say?’ 

‘I saw him,’ she told them. ‘He asked me what I did before I joined 
up, and I said I didn’t do anything. And then the Captain of Excellent 
asked what I was best at, at school, and I said, Latin. I think they’re 
all crackers, if you ask me. Mad as March hares. No wonder they 
can’t hit the bloody aeroplane.’ 


I know she said that, because May Spikins told me all about that 
day when we talked in her council house upon the new estate at 
Harlow. May Cunningham she was by that time, with a little boy 
two years old and a baby of six months; her husband was a clerk 
in the municipal offices at Enfield and he was away at work when I 
called to see her, in 1950. Warrant Officer Finch had told me about 
her when I went to see him about Bill, and I motored down to see 

_ May Spikins because I thought that she might be in touch with Janet 
Prentice, or at least know what had happened to her. But she knew 
nothing; they had not met or corresponded since Janet left the Ser- 
vice. She had known Bill slightly as Janet’s boy friend, and when I 
told her that I was his brother from Australia she loosened up and 
invited me into the parlour and made a pot of tea, and we talked 
for a long time of those far-off weeks and days at Beaulieu, before 
‘Overlord’, before the balloon went up. 

I know she said that, because she was a very outspoken girl in 
those days, and when May Spikins told me that I knew that it was 
true because the words were exactly the words that Leading Wren 
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Prentice would have used. It was probably this quality of character 
and ability to express herself in a masculine way that made the 
ratings in the invasion fleet afraid of her displeasure; to be ticked 
off by a Wren who used all the vigour and language of a petty 
officer was intimidating, and there was a certain feminine ruthless- — 
ness about her that made them feel she would not hesitate to imple- 
ment her threats. 

I felt something of the same quality in her when I spent the Sunday 
with her and Bill, at Lymington, in April 1944. There was a forth- 
rightness about her, a directness of speech and community of 
experience that was infinitely restful to men strained to the limit 
in those weeks before the invasion. She was obviously very good for 
Bill. He didn’t have to put on an act for her. She would have laughed 
and been embarrassed if he had given her flowers, and by then he 
was too tired and preoccupied with his trips over to the other side 
to think of giving anything to anybody. It was she who produced 
the motor boat that day for our run down the river to the Solent. It 
was a little grey painted naval boat fifteen or sixeen feet long, a 
fishing boat that had been taken over by the Navy, I should think. 
She had it at the quay by the Ship Inn when I got back from Beaulieu 
aerodrome at about half past ten. The W.A.A.F. driver took me to 
the quay and there was Bill in battledress and gumboots with his 
dog, and Janet Prentice in rather dirty blue serge slacks, and gum- 
boots, and a blue jersey, and a greasy duffle coat. I dismissed my 
car and went down to the boat. 

Bill introduced me, and I shook hands with the girl. She looked 
me up and down smiling. ‘Bill’s got an oily for you,’ she said, ‘but I 
don’t know about your clothes. I’m afraid this boat’s in a bit of a 
muck.’ There was a pad of dirty cotton waste upon the engine casing 
by her side, and she wiped the thwart with it. 

The uniform that I was wearing was my oldest, threadbare with 
much cleaning and still marked with oil stains that would not come 
out. ‘I'll be all right,’ I said. ‘Don’t bother about me.’ 

‘l’m afraid you'll get that lovely uniform all dirty,’ she said. ‘Put 
on the oily anyway; it may be a bit wet outside, if we go round to 
Keyhaven.’ 

e ide’s flooding and there’s not much wind,’ Bill said. ‘It won’t be 
ad.’ 

She turned to crank the engine. I offered to do it for her, but she 
refused, making me feel that I had done the wrong thing. ‘She kicks 
back if you’re not careful,’ she said. ‘One of the ratings broke his 
arm on her the other day, but she’s all right when you know her. 
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I'll do her myself.’ She tickled the old carburettor, bent to the handle, 
and gave the heavy flywheel a vigorous heave over; she was evi- 
dently a very powerful girl. The engine began thumping away 
_ beneath the box, and she moved to the stern and cast the stern rope 
off and drew it in, dripping with sea water, and coiled it expertly. 
; Bill cast off from the bow and the girl took the tiller, kicked the lever 
_ forward with her foot, and we moved off down the river. 
__ There were no civilian boats or yachts afloat upon the south coast 
_ at that time, but the river was full of landing craft, box-like, grey, 
_ painted things of steel with ramps to let down at the bow, with 
diesel engines thumping away inside them to charge batteries as they 
lay moored bow and stern to the buoys, with soiled white ensigns 
_ drooping at the stern, with bored ratings fishing over the side and 
_ staring at us as we threaded our way past. I did not know the func- 
_ ton or the name of any of these ships, but Janet and Bill knew them 
_ all and told me shortly what they were, and what they were to do, 
_ as we chugged past. This, was the L.C.T. Mark 4, the standard tank 
landing craft, British built and the most common of the lot. This, 
was the Mark s, American designed and built and shipped to England 
on the decks of ships, an unpleasant and relatively unseaworthy little 
craft that would go in first in the assault, bearing the Sherman tanks 
_ that were to swim ashore, and the work tanks, the armoured vehicles 
R.E. that were to clear the beach of obstacles so that the landing 
_ craft could come in safely, and detonate the mines, and bridge the 
trenches in the sandhills on the other side. This, was an obsolete 
mark of L.C.T. converted as a rocket ship to fire a salvo of nine 
hundred rounds at one push of the button to blast the shore defences. 
This, bristling with Bofors guns and Oerlikons, was a gunnery sup- 
port craft, manned and commanded by Marines. This fast powerful 
open landing craft coming up the river towards us at speed, manned 
by American sailors in white, upturned caps, and with the name 
Dirtie Girtie proudly painted on her bow, was an L.C.V.P., an 
American infantry landing craft so powerful and well designed that 
ratings with a minimum of training could handle her. All these were 
known to Janet and Bill, but there were other things afloat upon the 
Solent that they knew nothing of, great box-like things of concrete 
bigger than a cross-Channel steamer floating moored or building 
on the shore, things like a monstrous reel of cotton fifty or sixty 
feet in diameter floating on the water, flat rafts with grotesque 
girders sticking up into the air. 
_ Once Janet said in a low tone, ‘I wonder what the hell they’re going 
to do with that?’ but neither of us answered her. Bill may have 
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known; if so, he kept his mouth shut, as was right. Each of us had 
our own secrets at that time, our own part in the affair, dominating 
our minds. I asked once casually, ‘Do you get many German aircraft 
over here, having a look?’ It was always possible that something 
might have slipped in my office, some information that we might — 
have missed, something the locals might know about that we did 
not. 

The girl grinned and said, ‘We've not had a Jerry over here for 
weeks —two months, I should think. I can’t think what he’s up 
to. You’d think that he’d be over every day, photographing all 
this.’ 

‘You'd think so,’ I replied idly. It was all right. The fighter patrols 
organized from my office were on top of the Germans on the other 
side of the Channel; nothing had slipped past us. Our combat losses 
might be averaging three machines a day on these security patrols 
_ alone, but nothing had got past us save one Messerschmitt 1ro ten 
days before, and that one we had got on his way home. The Germans 
probably knew very little still of what was massing up against them 
in the Solent. 

We reached the end of the river and the West Solent lay before us, 
biue and shimmering in the April sun. Bill had moved to the stern 
beside the girl. I turned to say something to them, but they were | 
both looking over to the shore of the Isle of Wight, four miles across 
the sea. Bill said, ‘That Sherman’s still on the beach.’ 

‘They’re not bothering about it,’ she said. ‘They can’t tow it up the 
cliff.’ 

I asked, “What’s that?’ 

They pointed to the beach on the far side of the channel. ‘That 
tank up at the head of the beach, see it? Under the cliff. They were 
doing practice landings from an L.C.T. on that bit of beach. That 
Sherman was wading ashore but it went down in a hole.’ 

The girl turned to me. ‘It went right under water,’ she explained. 
‘A chap got drowned in it — the driver.’ 

It was a simple statement of fact, unemotional. 

Bill said, ‘They could salve it if they took a bit of trouble. They 
could bring in an L.C.T. and tow it back on board and take it some- 
where.’ 

‘It’s no good,’ the girl said. ‘Viola heard about it from a Pongo. 
When it went under, the water got in to the engine and wrecked it — 
blew off all the cylinder heads. It’s not worth bothering about. They 
took the gun off it.’ 

“When did this happen?’ I asked. 
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‘About five weeks ago,’ said Bill. He grinned at the girl, and said 
nonchalantly, ‘That’s how I met Janet.’ 


_ I learned a good bit about what had happened on that day when 
I met Viola Dawson six years later, and Warrant Officer Finch told 
me a little more when I was talking to him about Bill. It was in 
March, perhaps about the twentieth of the month. Janet had been in 
Mastodon for about nine months. When she went there she had 
thought that she was going to a base of Coastal Forces to service 
guns on motor torpedo boats; security had masked the fact that she 
_was destined for the build-up to the invasion of Normandy. 
__ She found that H.M.S. Mastodon was a stone frigate. It was Exbury 
Hall, about three miles up the Beaulieu River from the Solent. The 
river runs in to the New Forest through country that is wholly rural. 
For the first three miles it is a fair-sized tidal river capable of accom- 
-modating landing craft up to two hundred feet in length if they don’t 
object to going on the mud now and then, but after Bucklers Hard it 
becomes very shallow at low water. At the entrance there are leading 
marks in from the Solent, and a row of disused coastguard cottages, 
and Lepe House, a timbered mansion overlooking the entrance to 
‘the river. From Lepe the river runs up westwards for a mile in a 
_long reach between sea marshes, and then turns northwards inland 
till it comes to woods on either side that shroud fine houses of the 
wealthy. One of these was H.M.S. Mastodon, and it came as a sur- 
prise to Janet Prentice and May Spikins when the truck deposited 
them there in June 1943. 

They reported to the Duty Officer and were handed over to a Wren 
petty officer who took them to their quarters in a hut that was built 
on a tennis lawn. That evening the two girls wandered round with 
mixed feelings, bemoaning the fate that had landed them into a 
place where there was nothing operational going on and which was 
ten miles from the nearest movie. At the same time, they were forced 
to realize that the Navy had sent them to one of the most lovely 
country houses in England. It was a stone-built, fairly modern 
country house in the grand style, with a flagstaff flying a white ensign 
on the lawn in front of it. All afternoon the two girls wandered up 
and down woodland paths between thickets of rhododendrons in 
bloom, each with a label, with water piped underneath each wood- 
land path projecting in stopcocks here and there for watering the 
specimens. They found streams and pools, with ferns and water 
lilies carefully preserved and tended. They found a rock garden half 

as large as Trafalgar Square that was a mass of bloom; they found 
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cedars and smooth, grassy lawns. They found long ranges of green- 
houses, and they learned with awe that the staff of gardeners had 
been reduced from fifty to a mere eighteen old men. And finally, © 
wandering entranced through the carefully tended woods, they 
found the Beaulieu River running up between the trees, still tidal. 
The path ended at a private pier with a hut and a small dwelling — 
house at the shore end. They walked out to the end of the pier and 

stood looking up and down the broad river at the running water. It 
was a quiet, sunny evening, very beautiful. Doves were calling in — 
the woods, and seagulls drifted by upon the tide. A naval motor 
cutter manned by two Wrens in jerseys and bell-bottomed trousers 
surged up the river from some errand and landed two R.N.V.R. 
officers at the pier. 

‘It’s not a bit like the Fleet Air Arm,’ said Janet thoughtfully. ‘But — 
it really is a lovely place.’ is 

‘All right if you never want to see a movie,’ said May Spikins 
practically. ‘And what about the ships? I thought we’d come to 
service Oerlikons, but I haven’t seen a sign of one here.’ 

They soon discovered that there were only one or two L.C.T.s in 
the river though more were expected before long; the Admiralty had 
been ahead of the game in providing Wrens to look after the guns. - 
The Ordnance Officer was busy with the erection of a new hut down ~ 
by the pier which was to serve as their workshop. He was an earnest, 
competent young R.N.V.R. officer who had been wounded in the 
raid upon Dieppe a year before; he had a petty officer that he could 
use on the construction of the workshop, but the two Wrens were 
frankly an embarrassment to him at that time, and he told them so. 
‘Look, you girls,’ he said. ‘I haven’t got a job for you, and I shan’t 
have for the next six weeks. I’ve fixed things to attach you to the 
boat’s crew for the time being, so that you can go about with them 
and learn the river and the layout of the moorings so that if you 
hear that a ship’s down at No 16 buoy you'll know where to find 
her. That’s a good mike for you, but you’ll have plenty to do later 
on. If you give any trouble I shall send you back to store and indent © 
for two more when the work comes along. If you don’t behave your- 
selves you'll lose a darn good job.’ 

The next months were a sheer joy to Janet. She had hardly realized 
it, but her eighteen months with the Fleet Air Arm at Ford had been 
hard work; she was more tired than she knew. Here in this lovely 
place upon the Beaulieu River there was no war, and at first prac- 
tically no work; if she had chosen to do so she could have spent 
most of that summer sitting in the sun in the rose garden reading 
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' Leading Wren Viola Dawson in the naval cutter, with Sheila Cox 
and Doris Smith, and spent most of each day with them. When a 
new tank landing craft or L.C.S. came in and moored in the river 
_ Viola Dawson would take the cutter alongside and put Janet on 
_ board, and leave her there for a couple of hours, She would report to 
_ the petty officer of the ship or to the No 1 and ask if there were any 
_ gun defects or ordnance stores deficiencies. There usually were, and 
_ she would spend an hour with one or two ratings dismantling the 
_ Oerlikon or recharging the drums, her hands in a wet slough of 
_ coopers’ grease. She had a mechanical sense, and rust upon a gun 
_ was a physical hurt to her. ‘Just look at that!’ she would say severely 
to an abashed rating. ‘If I find it like that again I'll bring the Ordnance 

_ Officer to see your Captain. No, I’m not kidding. I will. I’ve never 
_ seen a gun in such a bloody muck in all my life.’ To the young 
_ Captain of the ship she would say, ‘I see you’ve only got stowage for 
_ two drums in the R.U. lockers, sir — all the other Mark 4s seem to 
_ have stowage for six. I’ll report on that for you to Mr Parkes. | 
_ think we might be able to find you four more drums, but the stowage 
is a dockyard job. Oh, and I’ve been over the port gun with Jones — 
it’s getting a bit rusty.’ Invariably she would stay for a cup of tea 
either in the wardroom with the officers or on the mess deck with the 
men. Then the cutter would come alongside for her and she would 

_ get back to the pier and tell her officer that L.C.T. 2306 was short of 
_ four drums and the stowage for them, and worry around the naval 
system till she found somebody who would do something about it. 
Throughout the autumn and the winter activity increased in the 
Beaulieu area, and with it came mysteries. Lepe House, the mansion 
at the entrance to the river, was taken over by the Navy and became 
full of very secretive naval officers; it became known that this was 
part of a mysterious naval entity called Force J. Near Lepe House 
and at the very mouth of the river a construction gang began work 
in full strength to make a hard, sloping concrete platform running 
down into the water where the flat-bottomed landing craft could 
beach to refuel and let their ramps down to embark the vehicles or 
tanks. This place was about two miles from Mastodon. A mile or so 
along the coast a country house was occupied by a secret naval 
party who did strange things with tugs and wires and winches, and 
with what looked like a gigantic reel of cotton floating in the sea; 
this was ‘Pluto’, Pipe Line Under The Ocean, which was to lay pipes 
from England to France to carry petrol to supply the armies which 
"were due to Jand in Normandy. On a bare beach nearby a thousand 
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navvies were camped making huge concrete structures known as 
‘Phoenix’, one of many such sites all along the coast. It was not till 
after the invasion that it became known that these were a part of 
the artificial harbour ‘Mulberry’ on the north coast of France. 

Inland it was the same. Every wood was littered with dumps of 
shells and ammunition in little corrugated iron shelters, thousands 
and thousands of them spaced at regular intervals. There were radar 
stations upon Beaulieu Common and Bofors guns at Bucklers Hard; 
there was radio everywhere, the slim antennae pointing up from 
hedges, from haystacks, and from trucks. Over the whole country- 
side as winter merged into spring there was continuously the roar of 
aircraft, symbol of modern military power. 

About the middle of March Janet was waiting on the pier one 
morning for a boat to take her down the river to an L.CS. for a 
routine visit. Sheila Cox and Doris Smith were there with her, but 
Viola Dawson, the coxswain, was still up at the office at Mastodon 

_ getting her instructions for the day’s work. The girls sat ina row on 
the edge of the pier dangling their legs over the water, talking about 
Cary Grant and next week’s dance. 

Viola Dawson came running down the path through to the pier, 
most unusually; the girls got to their feet in surprise. The coxswain 
panted, ‘We're taking the L.C.P.—there’s been an accident and it’s | 
a beaching job. Get her started up quick. We've got to pick a party 
up at Needs Oar Point.’ 

They were at full speed down the river in a couple of minutes, 
Janet with them to be dropped on her L.C.S. as they passed. As they 
went Viola, seated at the wheel and recovering her breath, told them 
what she knew. While she had been in the office several small radio 
transmitters in the area had burst into life, and in half a minute 
everyone concerned was in action. There had been an accident to 
a tank upon a beach near Newtown in the Isle of Wight, and the tank 
was under water. Some of the crew were trapped in it, and probably 
drowned. The party that they were to pick up at Needs Oar Point 
was some sort of a salvage crew of Royal Marines. 

There were points of mystery about this story. Doris Smith asked, 
‘How did a tank get under water?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

Sheila asked, “What sort of a salvage party is it? There’s nothing 
down at Needs Oar Point, is there?’ 

‘I don’t know that either. The orders were to get down there as 
quick as possible and embark this party, and take orders from them.’ 

Needs Oar Point marks a bend in the Beaulieu River a mile from 
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the entrance, a windy, barren place of flat pastures and sea marshes. 
When they got there they saw a naval truck at the end of a track 
leading to the river and three young Marines waiting for them, a 
captain and two sergeants. Their arms were full of strange equip- 


_ ment, waterproof suits and queer packs holding metal cylinders. The 
__ landing was difficult; Viola ran the sloping prow of the L.C.P. gingerly 
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up over the sea marsh and the young men scrambled muddily on 


_ board over the bow. She backed off with some difficulty. The officer 
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said, “You know where to go?’ 

‘No, sir.’ 

“You know Newtown? Well, half a mile east of the entrance. Open 
all the taps you've got. If we’re quick enough there’s just a chance 
we might get some of them out.’ He swung round to his sergeants. 
‘Get that walkie-talkie going and let’s know the form.’ 

Viola said, ‘Can I go alongside the L.C.S. to drop this Wren, sir? 
She’s Ordnance. She’s got a job to do on board it.’ 

‘No, go flat out for Newtown. Drop her on your way back.’ He 
Went aft past the canopy to his men in the stern behind the engine. 
Presently he took the walkie-talkie from the sergeants and began 
talking and listening in turn. The two sergeants started to undress. 
The officer diverted his attention for a moment. ‘You girls, keep your 
eyes forward,’ he said. 

When after a quarter of an hour they looked aft again the two 
sergeants were standing dressed in tight-fitting light rubber suits 
with rubber helmets tight around their faces, with goggles pushed 
up on their foreheads. Janet had heard incautious talk about frog- 
men but she had never seen one before, and she had no idea that 
there were any in her district. The officer came forward to the wheel, 
where Viola was steering. ‘This is the form, coxswain,’ he said. ‘An 
L.C.T. was landing a Sherman tank upon the beach. You know how 
they do it? The ship goes in and grounds with the bow in about four 


-feet of water and lets down her ramp; the tank goes down the ramp 


and wades through the water to the beach. Well, there’s a hole in 
the beach or something, and the tank went right under. They say its 


_ turret is just awash. Everyone got out of it except the driver, and 


he’s in it still. They’ve been trying to tow the tank out with another 
tank, but it’s in gear and they can’t shift it. They've been trying to 
get down inside to get the driver out, but his body is across the gear 
lever and caught up in some way. He’s in there still.’ 

Viola asked, ‘When did this happen, sir?’ 

‘Ten-fifty.’ 

She glanced at her wrist watch; it was then eleven twenty-five, 
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and they were still about two miles off, though behind her the engine 
was roaring at full throttle and they were doing about fifteen knots. 
‘He’ll be dead, won’t he?’ ; 

‘Not necessarily. Now look, I want you to do this. The tide will 
be running to the westward. Go to the tank and land these two chaps 
on its turret. Approach it from the lee side, that’s from the west, 
and go right up to it. Make fast to the turret if you can, but if there’s 
nothing you can get a rope on to, hold your position with the turret 
just under your bow. Got that clear?’ 

‘Aye, aye, sir.’ 

He went aft to his men. Janet came to Viola. ‘What do you want 
me to do?’ . 

The coxswain said, ‘Give the Marines a hand if they want it. Pll 
need Sheila and Doris for the boat.’ i 

They were close now to the shore. The L.C.T., relieved of the 
weight of the tank, had floated off the beach and backed away, and 
was now lying a little way out anchored by the stern. Half way 
between the ship and the sand they saw a small disturbance in the 
surface of the water which was the turret of the tank awash, its thin 
wireless aerial sticking up on high. There was another tank standing 
on the beach, and a number of soldiers, some in battledress and 
some stripped naked and wet. Viola turned the L.C.P. and went 
straight for the tank, and throttled back, and felt her way to it gently 
in the last few yards with the turret on her port hand till the open 
hatch was right beside her wheel and the bow of the L.C.P. had 
grounded on the gun barrel; she held the craft there with a little 
engine. It was a delicate and skilful bit of seamanship. 

The two frogmen were over the side in an instant, masks and 
goggles covering their faces and air bottles on their chests. One of 
them wormed his way down through the hatch, twisting his body 
to right and left to clear the apparatus on his chest and helped by 
his comrade, who stayed waist-deep upon the flooded tank peering 
down into the turret. Presently he reached right down, head under 
water, and then the overalled body of the corporal driver appeared, — 
pulled by the man on top and pushed up from below by the man 
inside the tank under the water. The Marine captain in his battle- 
dress got over the side on to the tank, and working waist-deep in the 
water with the top frogman manceuvred the body of the driver to 
the L.C.P. Janet and Sheila Cox took him as the men passed him up 
to them and pulled him up on to the flat foredeck of the landing craft, 
and Janet rolled him over on to his face and began the motions she 
had learned at school for artificial respiration. He was a young man 
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with a small moustache, in overalls, his face blueish white in colour, 
dead cold to the touch. 
The three Marines climbed on board again, helped by the other 


f girls. The one who had gone down inside the tank said, ‘I put her 


_ in neutral, sir.’ He seemed to Janet to speak with a slight accent, 


rd 


possibly cockney, but she paid little attention to that at the time. 
They stood dripping on the side deck holding on to the canopy 


_ rail, watching Janet as she worked rhythmically on the body. One 
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of them said presently, ‘Dead, isn’t he?’ 
She looked up. ‘I think he must be. Does anybody know how to 


_ do this? Am I doing it right?’ 


The officer said, ‘I think so. Go on as you're doing. Coxswain, take 
us in to the beach and we'll get him ashore.’ 

Viola Dawson said, ‘I may not be able to get off again if I go in 
there, sir. The tide’s falling pretty fast.’ She meant that if she stayed 
on the sand more than a minute or two the L.C.P. would be stranded 


_ and must wait for the next tide to float her off again. 


‘Go on in,’ he said. ‘T’ll make that right for you. They’ve got trans 
port there, and there’s just a chance a doctor may be able to do some- 
thing for this chap.’ 

They went in, and the landing craft grounded some distance from 
the water’s edge. An army lieutenant in battledress waded out to 
them and they pulled him in over the bow. Janet said, ‘Somebody 
else take a turn at this. I’m not doing any good.’ 

The lieutenant hesitated and then knelt down and took over the 
attempt at artificial respiration; a couple more men climbed up over 
the bow. Janet got up, only anxious to get away from the dead man 
she had been handling. She went aft to the stern, where she came 
upon the two Marine sergeants naked to the waist, scrambling awk- 
wardly out of their rubber suits. 

She said, ‘Oh, sorry.’ And then she said, ‘Have either of you got a 
cigarette?’ She was very glad to be free of the chill deadness of the 
body on the foredeck, and to be with live young men. 

One of the sergeants, the fair-haired boy with the slight accent, 
said, ‘I’ve got some here.’ He turned over his clothes and searched 
the pockets of his battledress, and passed up a packet and a box of 
matches to her as she sat upon the canopy. 

She took them from him. ‘Thanks awfully. Go ahead—I won't 
look.’ She lit a cigarette from the packet with fingers that trembled 
a little, and blew a long cloud, and relaxed. 

From the stern below her, where the men were dressing, the fair- 


haired young man said, ‘Dead, isn’t he?’ 
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‘I should think so,’ she replied, without looking down at the 
speaker. ‘There wasn’t a sign of anything.’ 

The young man said, ‘Well, he was under water the best part of 
fifty minutes. There’s no future in that.’ 

She sat in the warm sun smoking, looking out over the blue sea 
of the Solent; on the flat bow of the L.C.P. men in khaki were still 
labouring over the body of the driver. It was a warm day for March 
with all the promise of summer, the sort of day when the beach 
should have been associated with bathers, and small boats, and 
children making sand castles and paddling, instead of with water- 
logged Sherman tanks, soaked uniforms, and dead men. An L.S.T., 
the first that she had seen, came in by the Needles passage and made 
its way up towards Southampton; she watched it with interest as it 
passed. A flight of Spitfires passed overhead on their way to France. 
Three M.L.s in line ahead went by, and a couple of motor mine- 
sweepers. 

The fair-haired sergeant stood up by her in shirt and trousers and 
helped himself to one of his own cigarettes. He seemed to her a — 
clean, good-looking boy — which, of course, Bill was. He glanced 
towards the bow. ‘Not doing any good, are they?’ 

‘I don’t think so.’ She hesitated, and looked down at him. ‘Was I 
doing it right? I’ve never had to do it in-earnest before.’ 

Bill said, ‘You were doing it all right. He was under water for the 
thick end of an hour. Ten minutes — well, you might have got him 
back. But an hour’s different. You did all that anyone could do.’ 

He looked over to the L.C.T.; she was weighing anchor to get away 
before the falling tide left her stranded, too. She still had three tanks 
on board; apparently the exercise was cancelled. ‘They ought to 
survey the beach before these practices,’ he said. ‘It only needs a chap 
to wade ashore ahead of the tanks, that’s all. If he has to swim for it 
the beach is crook.’ 

She wondered a little at the word, but each Service at that time 
had its own slang; to her the army were all Pongoes. ‘Couldn’t do 
that operationally,’ the other sergeant said. ‘Not with Jerry on the 
beach.’ ; 

The Marine officer came aft to them. ‘Well, we're here till six 
o'clock, the coxswain says.’ Already the L.C.P. was high out of the 
water on the beach; in another quarter of an hour they would be 
able to get off her dryshod. He picked up the walkie-talkie and got 
communication with some station on the other side of the Solent, 
and told them to telephone a message to Mastodon. 

Presently they were able to climb down from the deck of the 
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L.C.P. on to the wet sand. They stood talking with the soldiers about 
the accident while the tide went down still further, till the tank lay 
half submerged in a long pool of sea water on the beach. ‘There’s 
been another L.C.T. there,’ said the officer. ‘That’s where she used 
her engines, getting off. That’s the wash from her propellers did that, 
scoured away the sand and left that hole . . / 

Dinner was arranged for the Marines and Wrens by the army at 
a gun station on the cliff half a mile away; Janet and Bill walked up 
together and had dinner in a mess tent after the Bofors crews had 
finished. “Where are you stationed?’ she enquired. ‘I didn’t know 
about your party.’ 

“We're at Cliffe Farm,’ he said. ‘About two miles westwards down 
the coast from where you picked us up today. I was over at your 
place the week before last, but I didn’t see you.’ 

She said, ‘I was probably down the river.’ 

They lunched sitting side by side in the mess tent, a heavy, badly 
served meal of stew and jam roll. After lunch they all strolled down 
again to the beach. The L.C.P. lay high and dry, far from the sea. 
An ambulance stood at the cliff top and medical orderlies were load- 
ing a stretcher covered with a blanket into it. “‘What’s your name?’ 
asked the sergeant. 

She told him. ‘What’s yours?’ 

‘Bill Duncan,’ he said. He indicated the other sergeant. “He’s Bert 
Finch.’ 

She asked, ‘Do you live in London?’ 

‘He does, but I don’t. I’m Australian. Did you think I was a 
Londoner?’ 

She was confused, not wanting to be rude. ‘I don’t know why I 
thought that.’ 

‘It’s the way I talk,’ he said. ‘Back at home people would say I 
hadn’t got an Australian accent, but they know it all right here.’ 

She was intrigued. ‘Have you been in England long?’ 

‘I came over just before the war,’ he said, ‘after I left school. I was 
at Geelong Grammar.’ The Eton of Australia meant nothing to her. 
‘I was doing a course of Agriculture when the war broke out. We've 
got a farm at home.’ 

‘What made you go into the Marines?’ she asked. 

‘More fun than just the ordinary army,’ he replied. ‘More special 
jobs, like this sort of thing.’ 

She knew too much about the Service to ask specifically what he 
did when he wasn’t pulling drowned men out of tanks. Instead, she 
said, ‘You volunteered for this?’ 
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He grinned at her. ‘I always did like swimming.’ 

They walked across the beach together to inspect the tank; it lay 
in the middle of a long pool in the sand with the tops of the tracks 
just showing. Presently there was a clatter of tank tracks on the 
cliff and a priest appeared, a Sherman chassis mounting a gun- 
howitzer. It nosed delicately down a very steep slope to the beach, 
loaded with men and steel ropes. The soldiers coupled the wires to 
the towing eyes on the sunk tank; the priest went ahead and towed 
the Sherman from the pool above high water mark. It made an 
attempt to tow the Sherman up the cliff but the incline defeated it; 
the men uncoupled the wires and the priest struggled up the cliff 
alone and made off. 

Bill stayed with Janet all the afternoon and she was glad to have 
him; she found him an unassuming young man, easy for her to talk 
to. She admired him a little, too, for the instant courage that had 
sent him down into the interior of the flooded tank. He told her 
that he had never been inside a tank of any sort before, and it had 
been rather dark, but he had managed to find his way around all 
right. She had once been inside a tank, stationary, in broad daylight 
on dry land, and she knew a little bit about the contortions that you 
had to make to move about in them. She felt that his effort for the 
drowned man had been a good show, and she told him so. 

They strolled up to the A.A. site again and got the cooks to give 
them cups of tea; then they went down and sat smoking and chatting 
in the L.C.P. while the tide rose around them. Soon after six she 
floated off, and Viola turned the boat and headed her for the Beaulieu 
River. 

They turned in to the long entrance reach between the sea marshes 
in the cold dusk of the March night. At Needs Oar Point the truck 
was waiting for the Marines; as they approached the mud flats Janet 
said, ‘We've got a dance on Saturday. Why don’t you two come 
over?’ 

That’s how it all began. 


CHARTER -hOUR 


I sat there by the fire in my room at Coombargana fingering the 
photographs, lost in memories. I sat there in the still night thinking 
how different everything would have been if Bill hadn’t been killed. 
He would have come back to Coombargana directly the war was 
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over, and almost certainly he would have brought Janet Prentice 
with him. They would have made a good pair to run the property 
after my parents’ time. Bill was never very keen on going to England; 
I think he only went to Cirencester for his course of agriculture 
because it was the thing to do, because it is fashionable for young 
people in my country to reach out for wider experience than they 
can get at home. He would have been happy to return and make his 


_ life at Coombargana, and I think he would have made a better grazier 


‘ 


- than I. 


Janet would have come to Coombargana as its mistress-to-be, not 
as its house parlourmaid. Presently I would have to violate her 


_ privacy further to find out why she had come at all. The answer to 
_ that one lay almost certainly within the case upon the table by my 


side, amongst her private papers that I was reluctant to explore. I 
could stall a little longer, sit a little longer by the fire thinking of the 


_ girl that I already knew so much about. 


It was probably true that I knew more about her than I would 


_ ever have learned if she had come to live at Coombargana as Bill’s 


wife, living with him in my parents’ old room just along the corridor 


_ from mine. If it had turned out that way I might have gone back 


to England in 1948 to take my degree at Oxford, as in fact I did, but 


_ I wouldn’t have gone back to look for Janet Prentice. I would never 


have met or talked with Warrant Officer Finch at Eastney Barracks 
or with C.P.O. Waters in the Fratton Road, and I would never have 
met May Cunningham or Viola Dawson. 

I knew so much about her, most of it from hearsay, and I had 
packed all that knowledge away for good, as I thought, only a few 


_ days before, sitting in my bedroom in the St Francis Hotel. I had 


packed all that knowledge away as in a trunk, and put it in a lumber 
room out of my life, and now the trunk had burst open before me 
when I least expected it, spilling all that knowledge and those 
memories into my life again. The memories, of course, concerned 
the one day only, the day that we had spent together in the boat 
before the balloon went up. That day remained etched sharp in my 
memory; ten years later I still knew exactly how she moved and 
spoke and thought about things, so that it gave life to all the know- 
ledge I had gleaned about her from these other people. 

Bill had got rather English in the five years he had been away from 
home, I think, or perhaps he had been lonely. At home I don’t think 
he would have made a pet of a mongrel dog like Dev, short for de 
Valera. Dev was an Irish terrier by courtesy that had strayed into 


- their camp one day, probably about two years old, probably a part 
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of some military or naval unit that had moved away. He had adopted 
Bill and Bill had adopted him and made a pet of him, and now he was 
adopting Janet, too. At home Dev might have been a candidate for 
the rabbit pack; he would certainly never have been allowed inside 
the house. I doubt if he’d have made the grade for the rabbit pack, 
though. He wasn’t fierce enough; he was one of those bumbling, good 
humoured, rather incompetent dogs, good for a lonely man or girl 
to look after. 

They had Dev in the boat with them that day when we went 
round from Lymington to Keyhaven, sitting up in the bow looking 
out forward, ears pricked, obviously enjoying his trip. ‘I think he’s 
a love child from an unsatisfactory family,’ Janet said, explaining 
him to me. ‘He’s such a fool you can’t help liking him.’ . 

When we reached the entrance to the Lymington River she turned 
the boat to the west and we began to skirt the marshes on the north 
shore of the Solent. The sea was rough outside, but moving along 
close inshore we were in calm water. ‘We'll keep fairly close in 
because of your uniform,’ she said. ‘Keep a look-out for snags or 
stumps or anything sticking up out of the mud. I'll get in a fearful 
row if I knock a hole in this boat on a trip like this. It’s not as if I 
were a boat’s crew Wren, even.’ 

Bill and I stood up and watched the water ahead. I asked, ‘How 
did you manage to get hold of a boat at all?’ 

She grinned. ‘I’ve been here long enough to know the ropes. As a 
matter of fact, they’re not very fussy on Sundays when the boats 
aren’t being used.’ 

We had great luck with the weather, for it was a warm, sunny 
day. We skirted along the mud flats for the best part of an hour 
under the lee of the long spit that terminates in Hurst Castle, and 
then turned in to the next river to the west of Lymington, which 
led to Keyhaven. We went up between the mud flats till we came to 
a tumbledown jetty at the end of a track across a meadow; Janet 
brought the boat alongside this and we made her fast, and went 
ashore. We had brought lunch with us from the hotel and three © 
bottles of beer, and on shore we settled down to lunch and talk and 
smoke, lazing upon the short grass in the sun not far from the boat, 
looking out over the Solent. It was so seldom in the war that I had 
had the chance of a day like that. 

As we ate she said curiously, ‘Bill told me you were at Oxford 
before the war.’ 

I nodded. ‘I was at the House.’ 

“Were you really? What were you reading?’ 
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‘Law,’ I said. ‘You live in Oxford, don’t you?’ 

4 ay nodded. ‘My father’s a don at Wyckham. We live in Crick 
oad. 

‘I know Crick Road,’ I said. ‘It’s a nice part.’ 

‘T’'ve lived there all my life,’ she said. ‘What made you come to © 
Oxford? Can’t you do Law in Australia?’ 

‘I did a little Law at Melbourne University,’ I told her. ‘I’m an old, 
old man. I don’t know why I came to Oxford, except that I wanted 
to. I got a Rhodes scholarship, and it seemed a waste not to use it.’ 

She opened her eyes, for this meant something to her. ‘You’re a 
Rhodes scholar?’ 

*Yes,’ I said. ‘It was a bad year for the selectors.’ 

‘Did you go into the Air Force when the war broke out?’ 

‘I was in it before, in a way,’ I said. ‘I was in the University Air 
Squadron.’ 

‘Bill said you were in the Battle of Britain.’ 

‘I suppose you'd call it that,’ I said. ‘I did two operational tours 
on fighters, the first at Thorney Island and the second in the Western 
Desert. I did a bit of instructing in between. After the second one 
they sent me up to Fighter Command.’ 

‘Do you like it there?’ 

I shook my head. ‘I want to be operational again. My present job 
comes to an end when the balloon goes up. I’ll put in for an opera- 
tional posting then.’ 

She said, ‘Will they give you a Wing?’ 

I laughed. ‘A Wing Commander doesn’t get a Wing, and I’m only 
acting, anyway. I’ll have to drop a rank. Lucky if I get a Flight to 
command.’ 

She said in wonder, ‘It’s a bit hard to have to come down in rank. 
Does it make a lot of difference in the pay?’ ; 

‘A bit,’ I said. ‘But I’ve had the office.’ 

‘Are you going back to Oxford after the war?’ 

‘I don’t know. I think I'd like to go back for a bit and take a 
degree. They had a sort of shortened course for Service people after 
the first war.’ 

‘Wouldn’t you find it awfully slow, going back to school, after 
all this?’ 

‘T’d like to finish off what I began,’ I said. ‘One doesn’t like to leave 
a loose end hanging out.’ I glanced at her. ‘What will you do?’ 

‘I was going to try and go to Lady Margaret Hall,’ she said. ‘I don’t 
know if I’d have got in. I can’t see myself getting in there now. I 
don’t know what I'll do. I haven’t thought about it.’ 
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Bill laughed. ‘We'll all get bumped off when the balloon goes up,’ 
he said. ‘Then it’ll be decided for us.’ 

A new sort of landing craft came down the Solent. I forget what 
it was; it wouldn’t have meant much to me anyway, but it was 
of great interest to Janet and Bill. They began to talk about it, and 
about other sorts of ship that were novel to the invasion, and I had 
leisure to lie quietly on the grass in the warm sun and study her. I 
wanted to do that because it was pretty clear to me that this girl 
was to be my sister-in-law. True, they didn’t appear to be engaged 
and she wore no ring, but from the way she talked to him and the 
way he looked at her it was clear that they were very much in love. 
When the balloon had gone up and they had more time for personal 
affairs they would almost certainly become engaged, and they might 
marry before the war was over. I thought of that one and approved 
the idea. Bill was tired and strained with the exatting work he had 
been doing, and a long engagement could only mean an added strain. 
I had seen some of that in the R.A.F. and I had become fanatically 
opposed to long engagements in war time. If they were going to 
marry, let them marry and have done with it. 

When they became engaged or married my mother would want 
to know what the girl was like. She could not come twelve thousand 
miles from Australia in time of war to meet Bill’s girl, nor could she 
leave the property even if travel had been possible. She would want 
my assurance that this girl would make Bill a good wife, and study- 
ing her quietly as she talked to Bill I felt that I could make my mother 
happy on that score. She wasn’t a good-looker. Her face was too 
square and homely, her shoulders too broad; her short, dark hair 
had little wave though there were pretty dark-brown lights in it. I 
could assure my mother, anyway, that Bill hadn’t fallen for a 
glamour girl. 

I tried to visualize her as the mistress of Coombargana in the 
future, to speculate on how she would be able to adapt herself to 
the Western District. She had strength of character and a directness 
of speech that would make her good with the men; she would be able 
to control the station hands all right when Bill was away. She was a 
good shot with a gun, which would help her prestige a little. She 
probably couldn’t ride a horse, but she was young and quite capable 
of learning to ride. In any case, that wasn’t so important as it used 
to be in the old days. She was very practical, which was the import- 
ant thing, and she was fond of dogs. She might well become really 
interested in the cattle and the sheep, and in the conduct of the work 
on our big property. 
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On the social side, she was probably adequate. She would never 
be much interested in any social functions, perhaps never dress very 
well, never take much pleasure in the organization of charity balls 
or Red Cross garden parties. Her interests would probably lie more 
in the home; she might become a typical homestead wife. She would 
always be a pleasant hostess to visitors to Coombargana but she 


_ would never want to give great entertainments there, unless she 


_ Changed very much. She was much more likely to develop an interest 


in Australia itself, and to want to travel widely over our vast country. 
She might want to keep a seagoing motor yacht or something of 
that sort, and if so Coombargana could afford it. 

My report on Janet Prentice to my mother would be wholly good. 


_ She was not the sort of girl my mother would have visualized or 
_ expected as a daughter-in-law, but I was confident that she would 


grow to like her and to appreciate her very solid virtues. She would 
make a good mistress of Coombargana in the future, and a good 


_ wife to Bill, and lying there upon the grass at Keyhaven that day | 
thought he was a very lucky man. 


I listened unashamedly while she talked to Bill, half oblivious of 
my presence. The dog, Dev, had laid his head upon her knee as she 
sat upon the grass, in sentimental affection, and she was fondling his 
ears. ‘You're very lucky to be able to keep a dog,’ she said to Bill. 
‘I wish we could.’ 

‘Can’t you?’ 

‘I don’t know. I don’t think anyone has tried. I don’t believe the 
Captain would allow a dog in Mastodon. Everyone would want to 
have one if he did.’ 

Bill nodded. ‘We wouldn’t be allowed dogs if we weren’t in such 
a lonely place. I don’t know what'll happen to him when we get 
moved on.’ 

‘Are you likely to be shifted soon ?’ 

‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘We seem to be able to do everything by 
going off on a party from here. We'll get moved on some day, of 
course.’ There was no permanency in the Services. He looked down 
thoughtfully at Dev. ‘I don’t know that it’s really a good idea letting 
us have dogs,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘You get too fond of a dog, and 
then you're in trouble when you get moved to a place where you 
can’t have one.’ 

“You can’t send him home, of course,’ she-said. ‘Not to Australia. 
Haven’t you got any relations in England you could send him to?’ 

He shook his head. ‘No one like that.’ 

She said, comforting, ‘If you’re stuck I might be able to get Mummy 
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to have him.’ 

‘Difficult, with the rationing,’ he replied. 

‘I know. If Daddy’s home I think he might quite like to have him, 
though. It’s worth trying, if you get in a real jam.’ 

‘I thought your father was in Oxford all the time,’ he remarked. 

She turned to him, fresh and animated. ‘Oh, I forgot —I haven’t 
told you. There was a letter waiting when I got back on board last 
night. Daddy’s probably going on the party.’ 

He stared at her. ‘Not this party?’ 

‘This party,’ she told him, laughing. ‘He’s gatecrashed it. When 
the balloon goes up, Daddy goes too.’ 

‘Over to the other side?’ he asked incredulously. 

‘Over to the other side,’ she said. ‘At least, he’s put in to go. He 
doesn’t know yet if they'll have him.’ 

‘But what’s he going as?’ 

‘Aircraft identifier in a merchant ship,’ she told him. ‘They’re 
putting one or two people from the Observer Corps in every mer- 
chant ship to stop the D.E.M.S. gunners firing on our own aircraft. 
They’ve asked for volunteers and Daddy’s put in for it.’ 

‘But how old is he?’ 

‘About sixty-three, I think,’ she said. ‘He seems to think that 
doesn’t matter. I think it’s the funniest thing ever.’ 

Bill turned to me. ‘Have you heard anything about this, Alan?’ 

As a matter of fact, I knew quite a lot about it, for some of the 
papers concerning it had passed across my desk. So many cases of 
our fighters being fired upon by friendly ships had occurred that 
we had stuck our heels in, and demanded better aircraft identifica- 
tion before we laid on close support over the beaches by our fighters 
flying low over a thousand ships. I rather think that the suggestion 
to put members of the Royal Observer Corps into the merchant ships 
had come from us. ‘I did hear something vaguely,’ I admitted. 

‘It’s a good show,’ said Bill. ‘A good show for a man of sixty-three.’ 

‘I think it’s the limit,’ the girl laughed. ‘Here I’ve been in the 
Wrens three years but no one ever asked me if I'd like to go to the 
party. Daddy comes along at the last minute and walks right in.’ 

‘Are any Wrens going?’ I asked. 

She shook her head. ‘I haven’t heard of any. They won’t let us do 
anything operational, or anything that means living in a ship. We're 
all shore-based.’ 

] asked her what she did in the Navy and she told me, answering 
my questions with the candour born of competence in her job. ‘It’s 
quite good fun, and closer to operations than most of the jobs we 
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get,’ she said. ‘Not so good as being a boat’s crew Wren, but better 
than being a steward or a cook, It’s a bit of a mike at times, but when 
get a dud gun changed in a ship you feel you’ve done a bit to 
elp.’ 

Bill asked, ‘Do you get a lot of trouble with the Oerlikons?’ 

She shook her head. ‘Not much, and then it’s mostly through bad 
maintenance. Last week an L.C.T. came in and the Captain said his 
port gun jammed its breech block solid after twenty rounds and 


_ they had to wait half an hour till it cooled down before they could 


é 


free it. It did, too. I cleaned it down and went out to the Needles in 


_ the ship and fired it myself, and it was just like they said. The 
_ tolerances were wrong or something. It was one of the first ones 
_ they made in England. They’d put in several reports about it and no- 
_ body believed it wasn’t just that they'd let it get rusty. They’ve got 


a new one now.’ 
We went on chatting about Service matters most of the afternoon, 
sitting there upon the grass at Keyhaven. I had arranged with the 


_ W.A.A.F. driver of the car to pick me up at the hotel in Lymington 


at six o’clock for I was dining at the aerodrome that night with a 


_ couple of Group Captains and a colonel in the U.S.A.A.F. and going 


through the papers in my brief-case with them after dinner. By four 
o’clock we had to make a move. We rounded up Dev from some 
rabbit holes among the gorse bushes, mud all over his nose, and got 
him into the boat, and cast off from the little jetty, and made our 


_ way down to open water and along the mudflats to the Lymington 


River and so back to the quay. 

I said goodbye to Janet Prentice then, because she had to take the 
boat back up the river before meeting Bill again to spend the evening 
with him. I shook hands with her in the boat before getting out. ‘It’s 
been a grand day,’ I said. ‘The best I’ve had for years. Thanks so much 
for the boat, and everything.’ 

‘Boats are meant to be used,’ she laughed. ‘Especially on Sundays. 
Goodbye, sir. Don’t go and prang yourself on the way back to 
London.’ 

‘I take that as an insult,’ I said laughing. The ‘sir’ to my uniform 
hurt a little, but after all she was Bill’s girl, not mine. ‘Goodbye, 

anet.’ 
‘ She sheered off from the quay and went away up river through the 
bridge, with Dev still with her in the boat, standing up in the bow 
and looking forward. Bill and I watched till she was out of sight, 
and then turned up the long hill of the main street to the hotel. ‘Well,’ 


"he asked presently. ‘What do you think?’ 
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‘I think you're bloody lucky,’ I told him. 

‘So do I,’ he said. ‘It’s not in the bag yet, though.’ 

‘You’ve not said anything to her?’ 

‘She knows, all right,’ he said. ‘We've fixed to go on leave together 
after the balloon goes up, and sort things out then. We've both got 
too much on our plates just now to think about the future.’ He 
grinned. ‘Maybe there won’t be a future. If there is, we’re going off 

_on leave together somewhere. That’s the way it stands.’ 

‘Sounds all right to me,’ I said. 

He glanced at me. ‘Think there'll be an uproar at home?’ 

I shook my head. ‘There'll be no uproar,’ I told him. ‘She'll go 
down all right.’ 

He nodded. ‘I think so, too.’ He hesitated. “You won't say any- 
thing about this in your letters? I haven’ t said a word about it yet, 
and I shan’t, not till it’s all buttoned up.’ 

‘I won't say anything,’ I told him. ‘Let me know when you put 
out a communiqué, and then I’ll write to Mum and say she’s okay.’ 

‘That’s good of you,’ he said gratefully. “That’ld help a lot. I want 
her to start off on the right foot with Mum.’ 

My R.A.F. car was waiting outside the hotel when we got there, 
with the W.A.A.F. driver sitting in it. I said goodbye to Bill on the 
pavement. ‘I don’t know when we'll meet again,’ I said. ‘I shan’t be - 
able to take another day off till the balloon’s gone up. Sometime 
after that, I should say.’ 

He grinned. ‘Sometime after that I’m going on leave.’ 

‘All right,’ I laughed. ‘I won’t come and peep through the keyhole.’ 

On that note we ended, and he went off down the hill to meet his 
Janet at the boatyard and to spend the evening with her. I stood 
watching him till he was out of sight, while my W.A.A.F. driver 
waited for me. 

I can see him now. 


I think it was only a few days after that that the Ju.188 came over 
Beaulieu. Viola Dawson told me a good bit about that when we met 
in 1950, and May Cunningham, then May Spikins, told me about it, 
too, when I had tea with her at Harlow. After that I got in touch 
with Tom Ballantyne, who had been with me in Fighter Command, 
and who in 1941 was a Group Captain doing a term at the Air 
Ministry. He was very helpful and put someone on to dig into the 
ee and found the accident report, and showed it to me in his 
office. 


What happened was this. On a Saturday morning at the very end 
78 


of April the Ordnance Officer at Mastodon sent Janet down the river 
with four Sten guns and four boxes of ammunition for the L.C.T.s. 
_ It had been suggested that after the first landing in Normandy the 
_ Germans might counter-attack and re-take a beach while the tank 
; landing craft were stranded, and it was thought that the ships ought 
_ to have some more adequate weapons on board for close-range fight- 
: ing than revolvers. Sten guns were in good supply, and these were 
_ being issued for the first time to the officers of the ships. 
_ Each ship was to get one gun and one case of ammunition. The 
_ L.C.T.s were lying in pairs all down the river, moored bow and stern 
_-to buoys, and half their crews had gone off on week-end leave. Viola 
_ Dawson took Janet down the river in the L.C.P. to where the ships 
_ were lying near Needs Oar Point surrounded by the open marshes of 
_ the estuary and went alongside L.C.T. 968. The captain came to the 
rail; he was an R.N.V.R. lieutenant called Craigie. From the boat 
_ Janet said, ‘Good morning, sir. I’ve got a Sten gun here for you, and 
_ one for each of 538, 946, and 702.’ 

‘Morning, Janet,’ he said. ‘702 is lying alongside us here. Pass up 

a couple of them. Wait, I’ll get a chap to help you.’ A rating came 

_ down into the boat and they passed the guns and the heavy ammuni- 
tion boxes up into the tank landing craft. Janet swung herself on 
board after them. They passed one gun and one box of ammunition 
across on to the next ship, whose captain was on leave. A sub-lieut- 
enant met Janet at the rail. She knew how to deal with hesitant and 
incompetent-looking young officers, ‘I’ve got to get a signature for 
these,’ she said. She pulled a pink form from a trouser pocket. ‘Just 
sign it there. It only means that you've received them in good condi- 
tion. Put the number of your ship there, and the date there, sir, and 
sign it at the bottom, there.’ The sub took the form from her and 
went off to the wardroom to find his pen. 

Janet turned to Lieutenant Craigie beside her. ‘I’m sorry we could 
only let you have one, sir.’ 

‘Every little helps,’ he said. ‘You might let me know if there’s a 
chance of getting another.’ 

‘I will indeed,’ she said. The sense of impending battle was very 
heavy on her; it would be intolerable if any serviceable weapons 
should remain in her store when the balloon went up. ‘We should be 
getting a lot more in a few days.’ 

There was a sound of firing from the Isle of Wight, between 
Newtown and Yarmouth. Craigie turned to look, and Janet turned 
with him. There was an aircraft there, quite low down, flying more 

_or less towards them, at eleven o’clock in the morning of a bright 
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spring day. And there were little puffs of smoke in the blue sky all 
round it. 

For a moment they stood staring, unable to believe the evidence 
of their eyes. It was many months since the Germans had done any- 
thing like that. Then Craigie shouted, ‘Enemy aircraft over! Anti- 
aircraft stations!’ and men came tumbling out on deck. 

On the L.C.T. beside them the sub and several ratings came out 
and looked with interest at the coming aeroplane; it was more than 
a thousand feet up. Janet, furious at their slowness, said, “That’s a 
German. Better man those Oerlikons.’ 

The sub looked at her helplessly. ‘Can’t. Both gunners are on 
leave.’ 

The girl said, ‘My bloody Christ!’ and slipped over the rail on to 
the other ship, Behind her Craigie roared, ‘Okay Janet—you take 
the port gun and I'll take the starboard!’ The inner guns of both 
ships were practically useless, their field of fire blanked off by the 
other ship. “You — Jamieson! Get the R.U. lockers open and pass out 
the drums! What the hell are you standing there for—don’t you ~ 
know the drill? And where are your tin hats?’ 

At the gun Janet pulled the cocking lever and slipped the heavy 
drum in place with quick, experienced hands; she released the secur- 
ing catch and put her shoulders in the hoops. Behind her someone 
strained the strap across her back. She swung the gun at the approach- 
ing aircraft but it was turning away. It was two thousand yards from 
her and broadside on now, a hopeless shot. She stood watching it in 
disappointment, and called across to Craigie, ‘Everything all right 
on your side, sir?’ 

He called back to her, ‘All okay here, but I’m afraid we've lost 
him.’ The aircraft was flying westwards over the middle of the Solent 
now, a heavy, black twin-engined thing; they could see the white 
cross upon the fuselage. One or two ships were firing at it at long 
range, and a Bofors from a cliff top to the east of Yarmouth, but it 
was momentarily out of range of most guns in the district. 

She called across, ‘What sort is it?’ 

Craigie replied, ‘A Junkers 188.’ 

‘What’s he up to?’ 

‘Making a survey, I suppose. Photographing everything he can. 
He’s got a bloody nerve.’ 

The aircraft began turning towards the north. It went on turning, 
and now it was flying more or less towards them from the south- 
west. From behind her Craigie called, ‘I shall be blanked out by 
monkey’s island in a minute. It’s all yours, Janet.’ 
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The Junkers was not more than a thousand feet up now and 
coming straight towards them, a beautiful, copybook example of a 
sitting shot. She had it fixed below the centre of her sight exactly 


_ as she wanted it; she swung her body slowly, waiting for it, savour- 
_ ing the moment. It was impossible that she could miss; she felt too 
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confident. She pressed the grip and opened fire, and the gun started 


_ beating rhythmically, and the smoke of cordite and burnt grease 
_ was all around her. She swung her body down slowly till she was 


crouching almost on her knees, holding it exactly as it should be in 
the sight. 
As she fired the wheels came down; she knew that something had 


| happened but it meant nothing to her. She went on firing and the 


glass and perspex nose of the cabin shattered, and three bright stars 
appeared inside the cabin quickly in succession. It reared up sud- 


_ denly and passed right over the L.C.T.s in a steep climb towards 


Mastodon; she scrambled round with the gun to get it on a reverse 
bearing, but now her own ship blanked her fire. She swung her body 


_ to the side to look round the obstruction and saw it again. A Bofors 


from the shore opened up on it as it passed from the river marshes 
over land. It stalled with full power on and fell into a dive, and as 
it fell the Bofors blew its fin off. It plunged steeply into a field near 
the marshes and crashed with a great thud, and a whoof, and a tower- 
ing pillar of flame, and a huge cloud of black smoke. Janet stood 
trembling in the harness of the Oerlikon, appalled at the sight. 

Around her men were clamouring and shouting; she stood be- 
wildered while they unfastened the back strap for her. It was incred- 
ible that this had happened because of what she did. By her side 
Craigie cried. ‘Good show, Janet! I bet you’re the only Wren who’s 
ever done that!’ A rating said, “That’s bloody right, sir,’ 

She said stupidly, ‘Did I do it? Wasn’t it anybody else firing?’ 

‘Of course you did. My gun was blanked off by the bridge. You got 
three direct hits in the pilot’s cockpit. It was marvellous shooting.’ 

‘Four hits, sir,’ said the rating. ‘She hit it four times. I saw ’um. 
Eh, ba goom, I never seen shooting to touch it.’ 

She became concerned about the cleaning of the gun that she had 
fired, both gunners being on leave; she told Craigie that she must 
get down to work at once and clean the gun. I think psychologists 
would call that a defence mechanism or something; her mind turned 
to the routine job rather than face the implications of what she had 
done. The officer called a gunner from his own ship and set him to 
work upon the Oerlikon; she left it reluctantly and went back on 


' board his ship with him. Viola Dawson and Doris Smith were on 
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deck to congratulate her; for a few minutes she moved about 
the deck amongst the men in a welter of praise. Craigie stood look- 
ing over to the fields in front of Mastodon where a little black smoke 
was still eddying up. ‘I’m going on shore to have a look at it,’ he said. 
‘Like to come, Janet?’ 

An awful fascination seized her; she would have to go. She said, 
“Yes, please.’ 

He hesitated for a moment. ‘You know what it’s going to look 
like? Think you'd better come?’ 

‘I’m all right, sir. 1 was in the Fleet Air Arm before I got drafted 
here. I know what a crash looks like.’ 

He was relieved. ‘Oh well then — come along.’ 

They got down into the L.C.P. The tide was flowing, and Viola 
nosed the boat gingerly through a small channel in the marshes to 
a little disused jetty; from there they walked across the fields to the 
crash. 

The Junkers had been pulling out of the dive when she hit the 
ground; she had not plunged straight in. She had hit first on a little 
mound covered in low bushes, and here one of her engines was lying. 
She had then cut a swathe through a hedge, across a lane, and 
through the other hedge. The wings had been torn from the fuselage 
here and had taken fire from the fuel in the tanks; what was left of 
the aircraft had spread itself all over the field in scraps of torn 
duralumin sheet. It bore no resemblance to an aeroplane at all. 

A number of soldiers were already there; under the directions 
of an officer they were gathering up the bodies and laying them in a 
row under the hedge. All were dead, all very badly mutilated, and 
there seemed to be a great many of them. The subaltern had found 
two parachute packs relatively undamaged in the wreckage and he 
was fumbling with the unfamiliar fastenings to open them to get the 
silk out to lay over the bodies; evidently he had done this job before. 

Craigie went up to him. ‘Do you mind if we have a look? This 
Wren shot it down.’ 

‘I wish to God she’d done it somewhere else,’ the young man said ~ 
testily. ‘Look all you like, so far as I’m concerned. It’s nothing what- 
ever to do with me, but one can’t just leave them lying in the field.’ 

Craigie asked, ‘How many of them were there in it?’ 

‘Seven.’ 

‘Seven? I thought the Ju.188 had a crew of four.’ 

‘So did I. Go and count them, if you like. They must have been 
jammed in, sitting on each other’s knees. We've telephoned the 
R.A.F., but I don’t suppose they'll be here for a bit yet.’ 
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| 
_ walked over to the hedge to look at the bodies. Janet followed him. 


¥ 


- Craigie hesitated, and then, impelled by morbid curiosity, he 


The bodies were poor, battered hulks of things that had once been 


men; all were either corporals or sergeants, dressed in the blue uni- 
form of the Luftwaffe. 


Janet had seen a good bit of this sort of thing before, and she was 


"not particularly upset at the sight though a couple of glances were 
_ enough for her; she turned away. It was difficult for her to associate 
_ these grotesque, battered things with living men. It was sobering to 
_ think that she had killed them, but she had seen her own friends 
_and acquaintances killed at Ford by Germans in air raids and reduced 


to bodies that looked just like that. She would rather that she had 
not had to fire the Oerlikon, rather that somebody else had had the 


_ job of doing this and not her, but she felt no particular sense of 
- guilt. 


She went back to the L.C.P. with Craigie, and Viola Dawson took 


_ them back to the tank landing craft. Craigie drafted a long signal to 


be sent by Aldis lamp to the signal station at Lepe House and then to 
his commanding officer, with a copy for the Captain of Mastodon 
since Janet was involved. Janet went on with her job and finished 
distributing her Sten guns and then went back to Mastodon for 
dinner. 

She was working in the Ordnance store after dinner when Third 
Officer Collins, her Wren officer, telephoned down to tell her to go 
back to her hut and put on her No ts and then come to the office; 
the Captain wanted to see her. Twenty minutes later she was shown 
in to the Captain’s office and stood to attention before his desk. There 
was an R.A-F. officer, a flight lieutenant, sitting beside him. 

‘Leading Wren Prentice,’ said the R.N. officer. ‘I understand that 


you shot down a German aeroplane this morning.’ 


‘I shot at it and hit it, sir,’ she said ‘Other people hit it too. I don’t 
know if I was the one to shoot it down.’ 

‘Lieutenant Craigie tells me that you hit it first,’ he said. ‘Tell me, 
why did you fire at it at all? It’s not your job to fire at enemy air- 
craft. You’re not part of an operational unit.’ 

She was taken aback. ‘There were no gunners on 702, sir, and the 
sub wasn’t doing anything about it. It seemed the right thing to do, 
that somebody should man the guns. I think I asked Lieutenant 
Craigie — I’m not sure.’ She hesitated. ‘It all happened so quickly.’ 

‘I know.’ He paused, and then he said, “You can stand easy, 
Prentice. Sit down.’ She did so. ‘Lieutenant Craigie says that you 


“were acting under his orders. Actually, he had no business to give 
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you any orders at all. You're not a part of his command and you © 
haven’t been trained for operations. You understand that?’ 

She said quietly, ‘Yes, sir.’ 

The naval officer turned to the flight lieutenant, who leaned for- 
ward. He was an intelligence officer from Beaulieu aerodrome. “The 
Army say that at about the time you started firing the machine put 
its wheels down,’ he said. ‘Did you see that?’ 

She hesitated. ‘Yes, I think I did.’ 

‘You’re not sure?’ 

‘I remember noticing the wheels were down after it passed over — 
and was going towards the shore,’ she said. ‘I think I shot them down.’ 

‘Shot the wheels down?’ 

‘Yes, sir. 1 know the wheels came down while I was shooting. I’d 
say that I’d hit the machine once at least before aii happened, but — 
I couldn’t be quite sure.’ 

‘Did you go on firing after you saw the Briers come down?’ 

She said, ‘Yes, I think I did.’ 

‘Do you know what it means when an enemy aeroplane puts its 
wheels down?’ : 

She had a vague idea. ‘Does it mean that he wants to surrender?’ 

‘That’s generally the meaning. In a case like this it’s difficult to 
judge. I’m not blaming you, Miss Prentice. I’ve just got to establish — 
the facts, whether the Junkers was making a motion for surrender 
or not.’ 

She said unhappily, ‘A lot of other people were firing at it after 
the wheels went down, after it passed over us.’ 

‘I know. We don’t know for certain that you were responsible for 
its destruction. The trouble is that we now think that the machine 
was trying to find an aerodrome and make a peaceful landing.’ 

She stared at the intelligence officer. ‘How could that be, sir?’ 

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘There were seven men in a machine ~ 
with seats for four, they were all N.C.O.s, and their paybooks show 
they were all Poles or Czechs. They may have stolen the Junkers to 
fly it over here and surrender.’ 

The Captain said, ‘If so, they picked the hottest spot on the south 
coast to try and land.’ 

‘Maybe,’ the air force officer remarked. ‘But they wouldn’t have 
known that. They couldn’t have been briefed at all for this flight, or 
they’d never have come over in the way they did. We think that 
they were probably escaping from the Germans to join our side.’ 
He turned to the naval captain. ‘That’s all I wanted to establish for 
the report, sir, whether the wheels came down before this Wren 
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; began firing, or afterwards. As regards the aircraft, there’s no need 
_ for anybody to lose sleep over it. I think it probably was trying to 
_ land, but who’s to say?’ 

‘No more questions for this young lady?’ 

‘No, sir.’ 

_ The Captain turned to Janet. ‘Well, I’m not going to take any 
_ disciplinary action, Leading Wren Prentice. I don’t blame you for 
acting as you did. But remember this in future. You’ve not been 
trained for operations and you don’t know operations. You have 
absolutely no right to fire any gun against the enemy, because in 
_ doing so you may make very serious mistakes. Remember that. 
_ That’s all. You may go now.’ 

She went back to her hut to change back in to working clothes, 
dazed and unhappy. Normally she would have seen Bill next day, 
which was a Sunday; I think that must have been the week-end 
_ following our trip to Keyhaven. In the normal course of things 

neither of them worked on Sundays, and they were in the habit of 

meeting then and spending most of the day together. But Bill was 
not available. He had told her that he had a job to do over the week- 
end, and he would meet her one evening in the following week, as 
soon as he got back. Piecing together what he had been doing in the 
weeks before ‘Overlord’ from information that I could collect about 
him six years later, I think this must have been the time that he 
was taken in a submarine to St Malo by night, to paddle ashore in a 
folboat to make a survey of obstacles upon the beach at Dinard. 
Janet had the week-end alone to brood over what she had done. 

‘She took it badly,’ May Cunningham told me, years afterwards. ‘I 

mean, after all, it’s what any one of us might have done, and nobody 

knew really what the aeroplane was up to. But she got it fixed firm 
in her mind that they were on our side, and that she’d killed them. 

I tried to tell her — we all tried —that the Bofors hit them too—I 

mean, if she hadn’t fired at all they’d have been dead anyway, who- 
ever they were and whatever they were up to. But she couldn’t see 
it like that. She didn’t cry or anything. Might have been better if she 
had. She just carried on, but she got very quiet — hardly talked at all. 

It’s a pity her boy friend — your brother — it’s a pity he wasn’t around 

so she could talk it over with him.’ 


Looking through her documents at Coombargana ten years later, 

I found two letters, each dated 29 April 1944. I think that date was 
the same Saturday on which she shot down the Junkers, and so she 

- would have got these letters on the Monday morning after her week- 
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end of troubled thought about the crash. One of them was from her — 
mother and one from her father. The one from her mother read, 


My darling girl, 

Daddy went off yesterday with Mr Grimston; they were to report 
at the headquarters of the Observer Corps in London but they didn’t 
know where they would go after that except that it would be to a 
place on the south coast somewhere for a week in training and after 
that they would be sent to join a ship. It seems very lonely in the 
house without him, but I have plenty to do of course. I think he is 
going to write to you when he knows where he is going to be. Poor 
dear, he was getting terribly disappointed because he volunteered 
nearly three weeks ago and Mr Grimston heard on Saturday but then 
he’s two years younger than your father only sixty-two and Daddy 
thought they might have decided that he was too old to go. But then 
the letter came on Wednesday and he was to go in the same party 
as Mr Grimston it is nice they’ll be together, isn’t it? I try not to 
think of what may happen. I do wish he was safe in England like 
you are but of course all the fighting will be over by the time the 
merchant ships get there, he says, and he’s afraid they won’t have 
anything to do at all. I am glad they took him in the end, because 
he did want to go so badly. ; 

I must stop now because I have seven pounds of gooseberries from 
the garden and just enough sugar to make jam. 

Your loving, 
Mother. 


Sitting in my quiet room at Coombargana, far from all wars and 
rumours of wars, I have wondered why she should have kept that 
letter. There were not many letters in that case of hers; she did not 
hoard letters that were not important to her. I think perhaps she 
read it very humbly on that Monday morning; I think it must have 
made a deep impression on her. One must remember that her success 
in shooting down the aeroplane had brought her no peace of mind; 
she was deflated, conscious that she might have made a ghastly 
mistake. And now this news had come to her; Daddy had pulled it 
off. Daddy, who could not read a thing without his spectacles, whose 
straggling grey hair did little to conceal his bald head, the tired old 
man who through the war had given everything that was in him 
to the Royal Observer Corps. Daddy was still as young in heart as 
any of the captains of the L.C.T.s she serviced; he had gatecrashed 
the party and was to go in ‘Overlord’. 


86 


; 


I think perhaps that letter made her feel very humble; I think 
that is probably the reason why she kept it. The second one was 
from her father and | think she kept that for another reason. 


_ Dear Janet, 
_ Mother will have written to you by this time to tell you I have 
volunteered for two months’ service in the merchant navy as an 
_ aircraft identifier. We are at the Royal Bath Hotel in Bournemouth 
not very far from you and I shall be here till Friday evening. I cannot 
_ leave here because we have talks and lectures and identification prac- 
_tice from early in the morning till six thirty at night, but could you 
get over to see me one night and have dinner with me in the mess 
_here? I will arrange for a car to drive you back to Mastodon after 
_ dinner; it can’t be more than thirty miles. Come if you can possibly 
get away, my dear. 
_ lTam terribly glad to have got this job because I missed the last 
_ war, you know. I was afraid I would be too old, but there are several 
older men than me in this course. The medical officer has his surgery 
on the top floor of a seven-storey building near here and there is no 
lift. If you can get up the stairs to see him he passes you as fit. 
After this week I go to some port, to join a ship; there won’t be 
any leave. We are so close; do come over if they will let you. 
Daddy. 


She went over to Bournemouth to see her father one evening that 
week, perhaps on the Tuesday or Wednesday. The visit made a deep 
impression on her and probably took her mind off her own troubles, 
for she talked a lot about what was going on in the Royal Bath Hotel 
to Viola Dawson and to May Spikins, and they told me six years later 
what they could remember. I found Mr Grimston when I was in 
Oxford after the war and trying to find Janet Prentice. He runs a 
chain-store grocery in Cowley and he remembered her visit to the 
hotel to see her father; he had spent a quarter of an hour or so with 
them. He told me a good bit about what went on in the hotel that 
week. I looked in once when I was travelling the south coast of Eng- 
land in 1952 and had a meal there, but it was then a very different 
place and I found nothing that would put me in mind of Janet 
Prentice. 

She got to the Royal Bath Hotel at about six o’clock. She found it 
to be a large, fashionable place with well tended gardens overlooking 
the sea, situated on a cliff above the broken pier in the middle of the 
town. The old ladies and the wealthy residents had disappeared and 
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most of the furniture had been removed; it was full of swarms of age- 
ing men and schoolboys in the light-blue R.A.F. battledress of the 
Observer Corps. 

Her father was in the lobby, and he came forward to meet her 
with the enthusiasm of a boy. She kissed him and stepped back to 
look at him. He seemed to have dropped off twenty years since she 
had seen him last; he looked hardly more than forty. He wore the 
blue battledress she knew, but on his shoulder was a letter flash SEA- 
BORNE, and sewn upon his arm was a lettered brassard that said 
simply, R.N. He was no longer the father she had known, the poor ~ 
man in Oxford, harassed by overwork. He was a clear-eyed, con- 
fident leader. 

She said, ‘Daddy, you look fine! Are you enjoying it?’ . 

He laughed. ‘It’s pretty hard work. We’ve only got a week here, — 
and there’s a lot to learn.’ 

She asked in wonder, “Why did they pick this place?’ 

‘It’s handy for the invasion. It’s our permanent headquarters, this. 
If our ship gets sunk we have to get on board one of the landing craft 
and find our way back here and report, to get re-equipped and sent 
off again. We have to have a base, you see, and it’s convenient to 
have it on the south coast. Well, this is it.’ 

He was rated, she found, as a petty officer in the Navy. She went 
rather shyly and dined with him in his mess, sitting at long tables’ 
with a couple of hundred men; she was the only girl. Most of these 
men were over fifty and some of them were very old indeed; she saw 
one upright, white-moustached old man that she would have said 
was seventy-five. She asked her father about him. ‘He says he’s sixty- 
three,’ he told her. ‘If you don’t walk with a stick they don’t ask too 
many questions.’ 

Beside her at the mess table sat the bald-headed proprietor of a 
summer hotel in Scotland. ‘There was the fower of us, ye under- 
stand,’ he said, ‘all in the Obsairver Corps, myself, the cook, the 
waiter, and the boots. When this notice came roond I said that I was 
going, and were they wi’ me? But they couldn’t see it, said it was 
too risky. So I told the wife, “Jeannie, my love,” I said, “I must away 
to this” and I closed down the hotel and sacked all three of them and 
came down here. So that’s what they got for running out on the 
Obsairver Corps. Still, we don’t want fellows like that in this pairty,’ 

She had wanted to talk to her father about the Junkers, to unload 
on to him some of the trouble she was in. She had debated in her 
mind whether there would bea security breach in telling her father 
what had happened, and she had privately decided that security 
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- could go to hell. As the evening went on, however, she got less and 


_ less opportunity. Her father was glowing with the glamour of his 


_ approach to war; his mind was set entirely upon aircraft identifica- 


tion. ‘I got 96 per cent. in this morning’s test,’ he told her with 


. pride. ‘The only one I got wrong was the Me. 110; it was a dead stern 
_ view. I said it was a Mitchell. Only two people got that one right. 


nee > 


I got all the others.’ 

She said, ‘How splendid! Do you do that all day, Daddy?’ 

‘Oh no. We do seamanship in the morning.’ There was an R.N.R. 
lieutenant commander who had spent his whole life in the merchant 
navy; he took them in a class and made them practise slinging and 


_ stowing a hammock, and practise climbing a rope ladder up the side 


of a house to stimulate the side of a ship. He had a sense of humour 
and punctuated his lessons with gruesome stories of bad food and 
unpleasant heads in merchant ships, indoctrinating them skilfully 
into the seamy side of seafaring amid roars of laughter. He taught 
them the parts of a ship and the points of bearing till they could 
shout, ‘Enemy aircraft on the starboard bow?’ so that it was heard 
over half Bournemouth. 

Her father’s mind was set entirely on these things; he had sloughed 
off all the petty cares of home and work, all the responsibilities of 
normal life. He had set all that aside and he was going to the war 
with joy in his heart, and two hundred other old men with him. In 
all her naval life Janet had met no such morale as she found that 
night in the Royal Bath Hotel. It was the Dunkirk spirit over again, 
that turned aside from every personal affection and from all material 
ties, and thought only of the prosecution of the war. That spirit 
flowered in England for a few months in the year 1940. It flowered 
again in the early summer of 1944 in the Royal Bath Hotel. 

‘I’m trying to get a motor transport ship,’ her father told her. 
‘They go over very early, I know. I believe they get there on the 
evening of D-day, or D plus one at the latest.’ 

He listened absently when she told him of her work, for he was 
absorbed in his own. They sat in the lounge after dinner on hard 
wooden chairs, and a sergeant of the local Home Guard arrived on 
the lawn outside the window carrying a Lewis gun. A wide circle 
of old men formed around him, seated or kneeling on the grass, as 
he proceeded to dismantle it and lecture to them on the gun. Her 
father said to Janet, ‘I really ought to be there, but I don’t suppose 
it matters.’ 

‘Would you like to, Daddy? I don’t mind. I know the stripped 
Lewis, of course, but not the one with all that stovepipe on the barrel. 
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I’ll come with you if you'd like to go and listen. Or wouldn’t they 
like that?’ 

He said eagerly, ‘Oh, that won’t matter. They all know you're an 

Ordnance Wren; if you aren’t careful you'll find yourself telling us 
about the Oerlikon.’ So they went together and sat on the grass till 
dark, listening to the sergeant as he showed them the Lewis, finger- 
ing the bits of it as they were passed around the circle. 

She had not got the heart to spoil his pleasure with her own — 
troubles. There was nothing he could do to help her, nothing to be 
gained by telling him about it now. It would only distress him and 
spoil the glamour he was living in. He had put off all personal cares 
and left them with his wife in his home at Oxford. Mentally he was 
stripped now for the fight; he would not see her mother again till he 
had done his stuff and ‘Overlord’ was over. She could not break in 
now and load him up with her troubles. It wouldn’t be fair. 

‘We've got a course in First Aid tomorrow,’ he told her. ‘None of 
these merchant ships carry doctors; the captain usually knows a bit 
but he’ll be terribly busy all the time, of course. So they’re going to 
cram some of that into us. There’s such an awful lot to learn, and 
no time to learnit .. .’ 

At ten o’clock her car was at the door, and he came to the steps of 
the hotel to see her off. ‘If you’re writing to Mummy, tell her I’m all 
right, won’t you?’ he said. ‘I’ve been a bit worried —that I ought 
not to have left her. But I simply couldn’t miss this one.’ 

She laughed. ‘Of course not, Daddy. Mummy’!] be quite all right. 
I’ll write to her tomorrow and tell her that you're as fit as a flea and 
having the time of your life.’ 

‘You know,’ he said in wonder, ‘really —I believe I am. It’s having 
to do with things, I suppose, after spending one’s whole life dealing 
with ideas. It’s having something really solid to bite on. Something 
definite to do.’ 

‘You won’t want to go back to Oxford,’ she told him. 

‘Oh yes, I shall,’ he replied. ‘Oxford is where the long-term, 
valuable work gets done. If I can just have this, I’ll be quite happy 
to go back to Oxford. If I can take this back with me, and think 
about it now and then.’ 

‘Look at it, like a pressed flower in a book,’ she said. 

He nodded. ‘Just like that. Just like a pressed flower in a book.’ 

She kissed him good-bye and got into the car, and was driven off 
to Lymington. She had to dismiss the car there because petrol short- 
ages restricted the radius of hired cars to eight miles, but at Lyming- 
ton she picked up the late ferry to Mastodon and got home in the 
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truck. She was glad that she had not told her father of the Junkers, 
_and said so to Viola Dawson as they went to bed. I think she must 
_have been looking forward very much to talking it all over with Bill. 
__ Asa matter of fact, I doubt if she did so. I am not quite sure of this, 

but I don’t think she ever met Bill again. He came back from his 
_ Dinard survey and was at Cliffe Farm for about two days; it is just 
_ possible she might have met him then though it was in the middle of 
_a working week. Then he went off to join a party setting out from 
Gosport in an M.T.B. He was drowned on the night of May the 5th 
_ at Le Tirage in Normandy, exactly a month before ‘Overlord’. 
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_ It was not until I got back to England in 1948 that I was able to get 
any very satisfactory account of what had happened to Bill. I got 

_a telegram commencing “The Admiralty regrets .. .’ three days 
after his death, at Fighter Command, for I was Bill’s next of kin in 
England. I tried, as anybody would, to find out what had happened 
to him, but immediately I came up against a blank wall of security. 
At the Second Sea Lord’s office in Queen Anne’s Mansions they told 
me politely but quite firmly that no details of his death could be 
released until the war was over, and I already knew sufficient of his 
work to realize that this was not unreasonable. J don’t think the news 
came as a surprise to me, for he was strained and tired when we met 
at Lymington. He should have been relieved and put on other duties, 

_ but in the weeks immediately preceding ‘Overlord’ perhaps that 
wasn’t possible. 

He was my only brother, and I still miss him a great deal. 

When the war ended I was still in hospital, and I left England for 
Australia in 1946 before I could get about very much on my own. I 
had written guarded and unsatisfactory letters about Bill’s death to 
my father and mother at Coombargana, because the little that I did 
know of his work was classed Most Secret at that time, and the war 
still had to be won. I said nothing to them about Janet Prentice in 
those letters because I was pretty sure that Bill hadn’t told them 
about her, and | thought that letters from my mother in Australia 
could only embarrass and distress the girl. When these things hap- 
pen, I think one must accept the fact that a clean break is the best 
way to take it. 

I meant to get in touch myself with Janet Prentice directly ‘Over- 


OI 


lord’ was over and go down to see her, but it was August before I 
got another day off from my job and I had been to France three times 
since the invasion. I wrote to her then suggesting a meeting, but I 
got no answer to my letter; I now know that by that time she was 
out of the Wrens. Soon after that I got a posting to command my ~ 
Typhoon squadron, and with that she slipped into the background 
of my mind. 

In 1948 I met Warrant Officer Finch in Eastney Barracks in South- 
sea and he told me what had happened to Bill. His account is — 
obviously right because he was with Bill in the water at Le Tirage 
up till a few minutes before his death. He told me that they usually 
worked together; apparently it helps in operations of that sort to 
know your mate well, so that when a pair of men team up they 
may go on together for some time. 

What happened was this. Le Tirage is a little seaside town on the 
north coast of Normandy between Le Havre and Cherbourg. It was — 
to be the scene of one of the landings of the British and Canadian 
forces in ‘Overlord’ a month later, but at that time, the warrant 
officer told me, security was so good that neither he nor Bill 
appreciated the very great importance of the job they had been sent 
to do. 

A small river runs out into the sea at Le Tirage, flowing through ~ 
flat, marshy land behind the town. This river is furnished with lock 
gates to hold the water back when the tide falls and make it 
navigable by barges which carry agricultural produce from the in- 
land districts to the sea in time of peace. 

It was an operational requirement that when we invaded Nor- 
mandy these lock gates should be captured intact, in order that the 
lock and the navigable river might be used to supply our army after 
landing. A large number of Thames lighters, shallow-draft steel 
vessels capable of carrying a hundred tons of cargo or more, had been 
fitted hastily with engines and a steering gear making them capable 
of crossing to France under their own power, and these were to be 
used in the build-up of the army after landing, penetrating inland by 
the navigable rivers and the canals as the army advanced. This had 
been foreseen by the Germans. The French Resistance had informed 
us that the lock gates at Le Tirage had been mined with explosive 
charges under water near the bottom of each gate, which could be 
detonated by electricity from a small building nearby which housed 
the operating mechanism of the lock gates. At the first alarm that 
indicated a landing, the Germans had only to throw a switch in this 
small building, the gates would be destroyed, and all the water would 
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run out of the canal making it impossible for our lighters to use’ 


_ Something, therefore, had to be done about these mines on the lock 
gates. The gates were about half a mile inland from the sea; for this 
half-mile the river was a tidal ditch with little water in it at low tide, 
though it had twelve feet of water or more when the tides were at 
full springs. The problem was studied at the headquarters of Com- 
bined Operations and a number of schemes for capturing the lock 
_ gates intact were discussed. In the course of this study the matter 
_Was referred down to the experts at Cliffe Farm, who put up a pro- 
"posal that the mines should be neutralized before the invasion was 
launched by frogmen swimming up the half-mile of the river from 
“the beach. 
_ To neutralize the mines it was necessary to do a relatively simple 
little electrical job on the wiring near the mine itself, and under 
_ water. It would not be sufficient to cut the wires, for circuits of this 
"sort are tested daily and a cut wire would be instantly detected and 
_repaired. Instead, an electric gadget no larger than my little finger 
had to be wired close up to the mine and in parallel with it; this 
_ would ensure that the electrical resistance would remain unaltered 
under test but that the mine would not go off when the exploding 
_ current passed. Such a unit would be very inconspicuous as the mines 
_ were under water; if by any chance it were to be discovered by the 
Germans before ‘Overlord’ the work that they would have to do 
_would be immediately obvious to the Resistance, who would report 
-to us. We should then have to work out some new means of captur- 
_ ing the gates intact. 

The work of fitting this little gadget to each mine would take about 
ten minutes. Warrant Officer Finch told me that the first suggestion 
_that it should be done by frogmen came from Bill and himself, after 

they had discussed the matter privately together. They were, per- 
‘haps, the best people to advise the Staff upon this matter, for they 
knew Le Tirage quite well. They had been there twice in the middle 
of the night to examine the beach defences. They did not consider 
the German sentries at Le Tirage to be particularly alert, and they 
were confident that given a dark, windy night and possibly some 
sort of military diversion they could swim past the sentries at the 
mouth of the little river and up the half-mile to the lock gates, do 
their job, and get back undetected to the beach. The gates them- 
selves were unguarded, according to the Resistance, perhaps because 
they also served as a road bridge and there was a good deal of traffic 
over them and also, being half a mile inland, the Germans were un- 
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able to imagine that we could get at them from the sea. 

This plan was considered and discussed at Combined Operations 
headquarters, and it was decided to adopt it. If it was successful the 
electrical modification to the firing circuits would be good for many 
months. It was therefore decided to do the job about a month before 
‘Overlord’ so that if it were detected by the enemy there would be © 
time to try some other way of neutralizing the mines. As regards 
the diversion, there was a launching site for the V.1 weapon about 
a mile from Le Tirage to the south, and it was arranged to stage a 
night air raid on this by a few aircraft of Bomber Command at 
the time when the frogmen were entering the river, to distract the 
attention of the German defenders from the water front. 

The electrical gadgets to be fitted to the mines were prepared bir 
the department which specialized in explosive fountain pens and 
lavatory seats, and Warrant Officer Finch told me that they spent 
a couple of days practising in attaching them to a similar German 
-mine which was in our possession. The latter part of this practice 
was carried out in darkness under water, working under similar con- 
ditions to those under which the operation must be carried out, with 
men watching from above to see if the frogmen could be detected 
in the work. When they were perfect in the relatively simple tech- — 
nique that was necessary, a date was set for the operation when 
there would be half tide in the entrance channel at one o'clock in 
the morning and no moon. 

These conditions were fulfilled on May the sth, and Sergeant Finch 
and Bill left Gosport in an M.T.B. at about eight o’clock that evening, 
with a folboat on board, a sort of kayak built of waterproof canvas 
on a wooden frame that would carry them ashore on to the beach. 
They reached the other side at about midnight and lay to about four 
miles off shore, and put the folboat in the water. It was arranged 
that the M.T.B. should lie there for two hours, till 02.15, and she 
would then stand in towards the town upon a certain bearing if the 
frogmen by that time had not returned, running on her quiet, low- 
powered engines. If nothing had been seen of them by 02.45 the 
M.T.B. would have to return to base. 

Sergeant Finch and Bill got into the folboat and paddled it ashore, 
landing about two hundred yards to the west of the river entrance. 
Conditions were not too good for their venture. It was a calm, cloud- 
less night and the moon had only just set; there was still moonlight 
in the sky and visibility was relatively good. They would have pre- 
ferred a windy, rainy, overcast night, but they decided to go on 
and do the job. They tied the folboat to one of the beach obstacles, 
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_ adjusted the cylinders of oxygen upon the harness round their bodies, 
_ and entered the water. 

i Their plan of action was that Bill was to swim in first past the 
_ sentries at the mouth of the river and proceed up the half-mile 
_ entrance channel. Finch was to follow him five minutes later if all 
_ was quiet; if Bill were detected or if there were any firing Finch was 
_ to use his own discretion whether to go on or to abandon the 
attempt. Bill was to go on up to the lock gates and do the job on 
both mines, and Finch was to stay in support resting in the water 
_ at a certain point about a hundred yards from the gates, on the east 
_ side of the channel. If the job were not as they expected, or if Bill 
_ found himself growing tired before it was finished, he would come 

back and consult with Finch. 
They had timed their movements accurately, for they only had to 
_ wait in the water for a couple of minutes off the beach till the air 
_raid on the V.1 launching site commenced. Bill then waded forward 
_ till the sand fell away below him as he reached the river scour; he 
_ then dived and swam in under water, guided for depth by the pres- 
sure in his ears and for direction by occasionally touching the 
channel side. Both swam. through the entrance to the river in this 
way and surfaced quietly well inside, and made their way cautiously 
_ up to the lock gates. 

Bill came back presently to Finch and paused beside him, whisper- 
ing in the darkness. He said that he had done the job all right but he 
had used most of his oxygen, for he had been under water for a con- 
siderable time. Finch had plenty of gas left, but they had no means 
of transferring gas from one man to the other. By that time the air 
raid was over, and everything was quiet again. 

They decided that Bill should swim out first and make his way 
back to the folboat, postponing the dive under water as late as he 
dared, to get the maximum distance out from the sentries on his 
remaining gas. Finch would follow him a few minutes later since 
he had more gas and could stay under water longer if the sentries 
were aroused. They were to meet at the folboat if all was quiet and 
go back to the M.T.B. in that. If an alarm were raised they were to 
swim out along the bearing that the M.T.B. would come in on to get 
picked up; they had small electric lamps attached to their suits that 
they could light for recognition as the ship drew near. 

That was the last that Finch saw of Bill. He went off down the 
channel swimming on the surface; Finch followed him about five 
minutes later. He did not see Bill dive, but shortly before he reached 

’ the point where he had planned to dive himself firing broke out from 
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the shore, directed at the point where Bill would probably have had 
to surface. Finch dived at once, and swam forward under water. 

He swam out of the entrance to the river without difficulty but 
when the channel scour in the sand petered out and was no longer 
a guide to him, he lost direction. He thought that he was swimming 
out to sea, but when his gas was nearly finished he found himself in 
shallow water. He surfaced very cautiously and breathed fresh air, 
and found that he was on the beach opposite the town, about two 
hundred yards to the east of the entrance, on the opposite side to 
where the folboat lay. He saw nothing of Bill, but searchlights were 
playing on the water at the entrance and very close to him. He 
dived again and swam out seawards, surfaced once more for an 
instant to check his direction, and swam on till his gas was all used 
up. 

He surfaced then for good, and found himself ‘a quarter of a mile 
from shore. He looked around for Bill and called out once or twice, © 
very cautiously, but got no answer. He jettisoned his harness, gas — 
cylinders, mask, and helmet to make swimming easier. He did not 
dare to go back to the folboat, for the searchlights were playing all 
around the entrance and the discovery of the boat seemed certain. 
He set himself to swim out on the bearing that the M.T.B. would 
come in on, and presently he saw her and lit his lamp for a few | 
moments, till she slowed beside him and men helped him up a 
scramble net on to her deck. ; 

About that time a searchlight picked her up, and fire was opened 
on her from the shore. She could not stay to look for Bill, and put 
on her main engines and made off to sea, in which of course she was 
quite right. 

I think Bill may have been quite close to Finch at one time in the 
water. His body was picked up by the Germans ten days later float- 
ing in the water about five miles out from Ouistreham. He had jetti- 
soned his cylinders and mask, as Finch had done. There was a bullet 
wound in the left shoulder, but death was due to drowning. 

That is how my brother came to meet his end. His body, when it 
was recovered from the sea, was taken to Caen for examination by 
the German intelligence and medical officers, and according to the 
French it was buried there. Caen, however, was fought over and 
very largely destroyed a month later, and I have never succeeded in 
discovering his grave. For a memorial of Bill, who died in the black 
sea off Normandy a long way from his home at Coombargana in 
the Western District, let the record stand that when the Canadians 
took Le Tirage in the assault exactly a month later the lock gates 
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_were captured intact and our supply lighters began to use the river 
_immediately, 

_ When I met Warrant Officer Finch at Eastney years later and he 
_ gave me that account, he also told me that he had written to Janet 
Prentice to tell her of Bill’s death, and that he had taken the dog Dev 
_to Mastodon. | found his letter with some others that she had thought 
important to keep, in her case, at Coombargana, and Viola Dawson 
_told me what had happened to the dog. His letter ran, 


’ 4th L.C.0.C.U., 

| C/o G.P.O. 

_ Dear Miss Prentice, 

__ I don’t know if you will remember me but I was with Bill Duncan 
the day the tank was flooded over at Newtown. I’m sorry to say I 
have bad news for you. We had a sort of operation at a place abroad 

_and Bill did not come back. I am afraid he bought it. That’s all I’m 
allowed to say and I know you will understand about that. 

I am very sorry to have to write a letter like this to you but I know 

that poor old Bill would have wanted one of his friends to tell you, 
because I know that you and he were such great friends. I am so 
sorry. 

We don’t know what to do about his dog Dev that he called after 
de Valera; could you make a home for him? He said once you had 
said perhaps you could if he got moved away. The captain said to 
shoot him and I will do that and see it all done decent for Bill, but 
before I do that I thought I would ask you if you wanted him and 
if so I will bring him over to you. Please let me know. 

I am sorry to have to write you a letter like this. 

Yours sincerely, 
Albert Finch, 


Viola Dawson told me that Janet gave her this letter to read half 
an hour after she got it; they must have been very close friends. She 
said that Janet was dry-eyed and quite composed, though very quiet 
after she received it. Viola didn’t think she cried at all, and she 

remembered that particularly because it worried her a bit. She ex- 
plained it to herself, and to me years later, by the reflection that 
Janet had seen more of death than most Wrens in the Service, and 
she no longer had the feeling, ‘This can’t happen to me’. When Viola 
gave her back the letter with some words of sympathy, she sat silent 
turning the letter over and over in her hands, looking down at it in 
‘her lap. Presently she told Viola very quietly that that was all over 
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and done with, and that she would never marry anybody now. Viola 
Dawson would have been a great deal happier about her if she had 
cried. . | 

Presently Janet got up and walked over from her hut to the man- 
sion and asked a wardroom stewardess if she could see Third Officer 
Collins. Miss Collins was hardly older than Janet herself, and from 
much the same class. When she came out Janet said, ‘Could I see 
you privately for a minute, Ma’am?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

She led the way down to the office that she shared with another 
Wren officer in what had been the butler’s pantry of the mansion; 
it was empty at that moment. ‘What is it, Prentice?’ she asked. 

Janet handed her the letter. ‘I’ve had this about a friend of mine,’ 
she said. : . 

The officer read it quickly through. ‘Oh my‘ dear, I am sorry,’ 
she said. ‘Do you want to go on leave?’ . 

Janet shook her head. ‘No. I’d rather carry on here. There’s noth- 
ing to go on leave for. He was an Australian —I didn’t know his 
people, only him. What I wanted to see you about, Ma’am, was 
the dog.’ 

Third Officer Colins re-read the last part of the letter. ‘Isee . . 
This was much more difficult than compassionate leave. ‘Do you 
mean you want to have him here?’ 

‘It wouldn’t matter, would it? I could keep him out of the way. 
There’s lots of places here, in the grounds I mean, where one could 
keep a dog,’ 

The Wren officer hesitated, hating what she had to say. She braced 
herself to add to the burden of the girl before her. ‘I don’t believe 
the Captain would allow it, Prentice. In fact, I know he wouldn’t. 
Second Officer Foster asked the Captain if she could have her. dog 
with her here, and he wouldn’t let her. He won’t have any dogs in 
the ship. You see, if you allow it for one you've got to allow it for 
them all.’ 

“You mean, he’s got to be shot?’ asked Janet. 

‘I only mean it isn’t possible for you to have him here, my dear. 
Couldn’t you go on compassionate leave and take him home with 
you and leave him with your people?’ 

‘They don’t want him,’ she said dully. ‘Daddy’s away with the 
seaborne Observer Corps, and Mummy couldn’t cope with him on 
her own, on top of all the other things she’s got to do. No, he'll 
have to go. I’ll write and tell Sergeant Finch. Thank you, Ma’am.’ 

Third Officer Collins went back to the wardroom, worried and 
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eo . Lieutenant Parkes, the Ordnance Officer, was there read- 
_ ing a copy of Men Only. She stopped beside his chair. 
__ ‘T’ve just been speaking to your Leading Wren Prentice,’ she said. 
‘Her boy friend’s been killed.’ 
He looked up at her quickly. ‘The Marine sergeant who used to 
_take her out? I say, I’m sorry about that. How did it happen?’ 
__ ‘They won’t tell her. He was in the Combined Ops party — you 
Know.’ He nodded. ‘She’s just had a letter from one of his pals.’ 
__ His mind turned to the work. ‘Does this mean that she’s going off 
on leave?’ 
i ‘No — she doesn’t want to do that.’ Third Officer Collins went on 
_ to tell him about the dog. 

Lieutenant Parkes was very angry indeed. ‘I never heard such 
bloody nonsense,’ he exclaimed. ‘There’s bags of places here where 
she could keep a dog. I bet this place was stiff with dogs in peace 
time. Why, there’s a great range of kennels behind the stables!’ 
_ She said, ‘The Captain wouldn’t hear of it when Foster wanted 
_to have hers here.’ 

He got up from his chair. ‘He’s not going to hear of it now.’ 

He was a cigarette smoker, which meant that he did not use the 
half-pound of duty-free pipe tobacco which he was allowed to draw 
from naval stores each month. He had found this useful to him in 
his duties, because the construction of his armament workshop and 
the track that led to it had brought him into contact with the head 
gardener more than once. The house was let to the Admiralty for 
the duration of the war upon a purely nominal rent, but a clause 
in the lease required that the magnificent gardens should be kept in 
order and repair by the owners of the property. Gardens that in 
peace time demanded the services of nearly fifty gardeners to tend the 
hundred acres that they covered still required the attentions of fifteen 
ancient men even in 1944, and the head gardener was a power in 
H.M.S. Mastodon. Lieutenant Parkes had realized this very early in 
his appointment and had kept Mr McAlister sweet with an occasional 
half-pound of Navy tobacco. Burning with indignation, he went 
straight from the wardroom to the greenhouses. 

From there he went to the Wrennery. He stopped a girl going in 
and said, ‘Ask Leading Wren Prentice to come out, will you? I want 
to see her.’ 

When she came he was shocked at the stony look of suffering 
upon her face. He averted his eyes after one glance. ‘Look,’ he said. 
‘Third Officer Collins told me that you want to keep a dog.’ 

_ She said, ‘It’s no good, sir. The Captain won’t allow it.’ 
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‘No, he replied, ‘he won’t. But I’ve just been talking to Mr 
McAlister, the gardener — you know. He wants a dog to guard the 
greenhouses. He says the ratings are getting in at night and pinching 
things. I told him I knew of a good watchdog, and I'd put a couple 
of ratings on to knock up a kennel. The Captain’s got nothing to 
do with any dog McAlister likes to bring in here to guard his green- 
houses, provided that it’s McAlister’s dog. I’ve had a word with 
McAlister. He’ll say it’s his dog.’ 

He glanced at the girl before him, smiling, and was alarmed to see 
a tear escape and trickle down her cheeks. ‘Thanks awfully, sir,’ 
she muttered. 

He felt that he must cut this very short if she was not to break | 
down in public. ‘Get him to McAlister’s house,’ he said. “You know — 
where he lives? Let Mac bring him in here — don’ t you bring him 
in. Mac’s expecting him, and he’ll swear blue that it’s his dog.’ He 
turned away. ‘And look — I’m awfully sorry.’ 

When I met Viola Dawson she told me a good bit about the dog, 
both at our first meal together at Bruno’s restaurant in Earls Court 
and later in the course of our many meetings. ‘She went crackers 
over that dog,’ she told me once. ‘She spent every spare minute that 
she had with him. I was very glad to see it, as a matter of fact. I 
mean, it was a sort of outlet for her after your brother’s death. Prob- 
ably did her good.’ 

Sergeant Finch took Dev to Mr McAlister’s house and left him 
there; he did not see Janet, nor did he want to. ‘I couldn’t say any- 
thing about your brother,’ he told me. ‘It was all hush, if you under- 
stand. It makes it kind of awkward when you can’t say anything, 
and it’s not as if I knew her very well. I just left the dog with the 
gardener like she told me in her letter, and I gave him the packet of 
letters and the photograph she asked for out of Bill’s kit, to give 
to her, and then I beat it.’ 

Within an hour Janet had discovered him in the new kennel by 
the greenhouses that the ordnance ratings had knocked up for him, 
and he knew her, and bounded forward when he saw her, and licked 
her face. Every Wren in the place knew all about him, of course, and 
in the galley the cooks set aside a huge plate of scraps for Janet to 
give him for his supper, for she was popular and they were sorry 
for her. It was a very well fed dog that settled down in his new 
kennel for a good night’s sleep. 

The Commander of H.M.S. Mastodon, an elderly officer brought 
back from retirement, found him there on the third day and asked 
about him. The head gardener launched into a tirade in the broadest 
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. complaining about the wickedness of ratings who stole flowers 
that should have graced the wardroom to give to their girl friends, 
_hecessitating the presence of McAlister’s own dog to check the 
ier The Commander escaped after a quarter of an hour 
_ of ear-bashing, and Dev became a part of H.M.S. Mastodon. 

i He never did much watchkeeping, because he slept soundly every 
night. He spent most of the day with Janet in the ordnance work- 
shop or around the pier. Occasionally she would take him in the 
_ boat with her to visit an L.C.T. if she knew he would be welcome, 
but she did not do this very often for fear that she would meet the 
_ Captain of Mastodon and be asked about him. On the few week-ends 
_ that remained before the balloon went up she used to take him for 
_ along country walk on Sunday afternoon, and once Viola went with 
_ them, over the moors in the direction of Hythe. ‘She’d have been 
quite happy without me,’ Viola said, laughing. ‘The dog was com- 
pany enough for her.’ 

The last month saw a great transformation of the countryside 
round Beaulieu, with intense activity in every field and copse. Road 

_ gangs were at work with bulldozers and graders ruthlessly straighten- 
ing and widening the country lanes that led down to the hard at 
Lepe, tearing down the hedges and pushing them aside into the fields, 
straightening out corners. Every two or three hundred yards along 
each lane hard stands were made, which were parking places for 
tanks and vehicles. Temporary airstrips paved with hessian and steel 
units appeared almost overnight and crowded thickly one on top 
of another. The U.S. Air Force moved in to these with Thunderbolts 
and B.25s, and Lymington became thronged with American soldiers 
and American trucks. Overhead it was a common sight to see fifty 
of their aircraft flying in formation at one time. 

Every wood and spinney in the district became a dump for stores 
and ammunition or a parking place for tanks and motor transport. 
With these came mobile anti-aircraft defence, so that at times it 
seemed that every hedge and thicket held a Bofors gun in camouflage. 
But no German aircraft ever appeared by day after the Ju.188 that 
Janet had shot down; our fighters saw to that. Southampton, where 
over a thousand landing craft were congregated, suffered a few light 
raids at night which were beaten off with heavy losses; already the 
Luftwaffe was growing impotent. 

The L.C.T.s came crowding in to the river now; at one time, Viola 
told me, there were over seventy of them there. Training and fitting 
out had been hurried, and in many cases the maintenance of ships 

"and guns was poor in the hands of raw, unseasoned crews. The work 
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of the short staffs grew very heavy; as the days lengthened with the 
coming of the summer the girls found themselves working sixteen 
or seventeen hours a day, from dawn till dusk. From time to time 
the river emptied and the L.C.T.s all sailed away on training exer- 
cises, to load tanks and mobile guns and trucks and wading bull- 
dozers at one or other of the hards. They would be gone for two or 
three days, away down to Slapton Sands in Devonshire perhaps, to 
assault the peaceful countryside with live shells and rocket bombs, 
and go through all the motions of a landing on the beaches they had 
devastated. Then they would come back again, more numerous than ~ 
ever, crowding in to Beaulieu River and every other river on the 
south coast of England with a host of defects and deficiencies to be 
put right. 

Through May the sun shone and the ground grew harder after 
winter rains. The knowledgeable whispered together that the ground 
was hard enough for tanks to operate, the more knowledgeable 
whispered back that it wasn’t, but both agreed that the balloon 
would go up very soon. Nobody ever spoke the word invasion, and 
‘Overlord’ was whispered very secretly. 

In the last fortnight the work massed up upon the girls to a degree 
that they had now no leisure time at all, and the sense of tension 
was so great that they had no desire for leisure. On shore the roads 
were jammed with tanks and priests and motor transport; every 
lane was lined with them along one side, their crews bivouacking in 
the vehicles or underneath them or beside them; there were little 
cooking fires and khaki figures everywhere. Each new airstrip was 
crowded with fighters in dispersal in the fields beside it, the pilots and 
the crews living in tents by the strip. At sea, monstrosities of every 
sort floated in the Solent, long raft-like things proceeding very slowly 
under their own power, tall spiky things, things like a block of flats 
afloat upon the startled sea. 

Janet spent most of her time at Lepe Hard, two miles from 
Mastodon, for the time for major exercises was now over and the 
ships were all engaged in loading, unloading, and refuelling practice 
on the hards. It was her duty to be there when they were doing that, 
because when the balloon went up she would become a part of the 
Hardmaster’s team. Her job would be to go on board the L.C.T.s when 
they came back from France to load up a fresh cargo of tanks or 
motor transport, to check the ammunition that had been expended 
and exchange the empty drums for new, full ones that she had loaded 
on shore, and clean the guns for the tired crews, and make good what 
deficiencies there might be, all in half an hour while loading and 
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_ refuelling took place before the craft backed off the hard to sail for 

_ France again. To get through all the jobs she had to do in that short 

_ time demanded practice and rehearsals, and in those last few days 

“2 went through these rehearsals with every L.C.T. in Beaulieu 
ver. 

‘The captains all knew her,’ Viola told me. ‘They knew she’d just 
lost her boy, and I think they liked her because she went on with 
_ her job the same as ever.’ Through all her private troubles she had 
_ gone on just the same, the competent Leading Wren explaining once 
_ again to raw, forgetful ratings the meaning of the different colours 
_ on the Oerlikon shells and the order in which they should be loaded 
_ in the drums, sitting on the deck and working with them with her 
_ sleeves rolled up and her hands in a wet mass of grease. ‘They had 
_ confidence in her,’ Viola said. ‘I think they felt that if she didn’t fold 
_ up when her boy was killed, she wouldn’t fold when the balloon 
_ went up.’ 

_ Viola told me that she asked Janet once about her father. ‘Is he 

_ really going to the party?’ 

_ Janet nodded. ‘He’s finished his training. I got a letter from him 
yesterday, posted at Wapping. He’s got a ship, but he didn’t say 
what her name was. I suppose he wouldn’t be allowed to.’ 

‘Good show. How old did you say he was?’ : 

‘Sixty-four. He said in the letter that the sailors are terribly ignor- 
ant about aeroplanes. He said that none of them could tell a Focke- 
Wulf 190 from a Thunderbolt even when he pointed out the 
difference in the pictures.’ 

‘I’m sure I couldn’t, either,’ said Viola. 

‘Daddy thinks it’s just terrible. He telegraphed to Mummy to 
come up to London and bring him up his epidiascope and slides, 
and he rigged it all up in the ship and started giving lectures to the 
crew. He says they’re really quite keen on identification now. He 
makes them identify every aircraft they see flying over.’ 

‘He must be very keen himself.’ 

‘It’s his whole life,’ said Janet simply. ‘He’s been like this about 
the Observer Corps ever since he joined it at the beginning of the 
war. Going with the party to the other side is a sort of a reward to 
him, for all the work he’s done in the Observer Corps since war 
began. That’s how he looks at it.’ 

At the end of May Janet was transferred on to the Hardmaster’s 
staff, which did not mean a move because the hard was only two 
miles from Mastodon; she was driven down there in a truck each 

_ morning and driven back at night. She moved freely from one base 
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to the other in the boats, too, but now her main duty was upon the 
hard and she reported back to Lepe whenever she was disengaged. 

On Saturday 3 June all the L.C.T.s were sailed out of the Beaulieu 
River and anchored by the stern with their own anchors in the 
Solent. That afternoon they began coming in in pairs to the hard 
to load up tanks and priests and motor transport; in the mysterious 
way in which these things become known in spite of all security, 
everybody knew that this was it. Janet went through her drill of 
’ going on board the craft as they came in and reporting to the No. 1, 
but she had little to do. The crews of the L.C.T.s were all set now for 
battle; the time for worrying about minor stores deficiencies or rust 
upon the guns was over. She could have given them anything they 
wanted on that day without paper work or requisitions, but they 
wanted little from her. All day she walked from ship to ship upon 
the cluttered decks in the roar of the tank engine’, dodging the men 
bowsing down securing tackles, chi-hiking sometimes with anxious 
soldiers uttering strained pleasantries. All day through the loaded 
vessels backed away in turn from the hard, and went out into the 
Solent to anchor in flotillas. 

The cutter came down river in the middle of the afternoon with 
Viola Dawson at the helm and Dev standing proudly in the bow. 
Viola told me that she had taken to looking after the dog in the day- 
time since Janet was at Lepe all day; he was accustomed to boats 
and gave the boat’s crew Wrens no trouble. Janet crossed an L.C.T. 
to speak to them as they lay alongside for a few minutes while some 
equipment for the Hardmaster was unloaded. She climbed down 
into the cutter. 

Viola said, ‘This is it, isn’t it?’ 

Janet nodded. ‘Everybody seems to think so. It’s different, too. 
Look at all the stuff they’re taking with them.’ The priest she indi- 
cated was loaded high with ration boxes and camouflage netting. On 
its side was chalked the legend, ‘Look out Hitler’. ‘This is it, all right.’ 

Doris Smith looked at the massed vehicles moving by inches down 
to the hard, at the helmeted soldiers, and voiced all their thoughts. 
‘I wish one could do something more,’ she said. ‘One ought to be 
able to.’ 

Janet said, ‘There'll be plenty to do when these start coming back 
for another load.’ She bent and fondled Dev’s ears. 

She went on all that afternoon and evening visiting the L.C.T.s as 
they loaded. Food came to the Hardmaster’s hut from time to time, 
dixies of tea and thick meat sandwiches and biscuits and jam; as the 
evening went on Janet went and foraged for any food that happened 
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_ to be going at the moment when she was free. The loading went on 
_ till seven o’clock, when it was suspended for a time by the low tide; 
_ at dead low water it was difficult for landing craft to manceuvre in 
_ the narrow river on to that hard. It began again at half past eight 
_ and went on uninterrupted as night fell; floodlights were lit and the 
landing craft continued to come in to the hard, load up with tired 
_ soldiers and their vehicles, and back away again. 
i By midnight Janet was tired out, but there was no respite for men 
or Wrens. She had done enough during the day to justify her pre- 
_ sence on the hard; she had replaced two damaged ring sights, sup- 
_ plied about five hundred rounds of ammunition for the Oerlikons, 
_ and a large quantity for the Sten guns. She had helped the gun crew 
_ of a priest by giving them a can of grease and a great armful of cotton 
_ waste. Much of her day had been spent in futile walks from ship to 
ship, trying to locate the officer she had to report to and finding in 
the end that nothing was required. 

Loading finished at about two in the morning, when the last L.C.T. 
of the first assault backed off the hard and the floodlights were doused 
immediately to screen the hard from any German aircraft that might 
venture over in the night. There was no transport to Mastodon be- 

. cause the crowded vehicles upon the roads prevented any traffic 
backwards from the hard. Janet and May Spikins wrapped them- 
selves in their duffle coats and lay down on a pile of camouflage nets, 
and slept a little. There Doris Smith found them at five in the morn- 
ing, and woke them up, and took them back up river to the pier; 
they walked wearily to their quarters and turned in at six in the full 
light of day. 

Janet got out of her bunk at ten o’clock, and Viola got up with her. 
Outside the Wrennery the sky was overcast and grey, and the wind 

_ was rising, whipping the tops of the tall elm trees. They stood at 
the window in pyjamas, looking at the weather in consternation. 
Viola said, ‘It’s going to be a pig of a day.’ And then she dropped her 
voice. ‘They can’t go in this, surely ?’ 

Janet asked in a low tone, ‘When do they go— when is it? Do you 
know?’ 

Viola whispered, ‘I think it’s tomorrow morning. They’re supposed 
to sail this evening. But half of them will be swamped if they go out 
in this. It must be blowing quite hard in the Channel.’ 

They dressed and got some breakfast; then Janet set out in her 
duffle coat to walk down to the hard. She got a lift in a small Army 
truck and reached the hard at about eleven in the morning. It was a 

dirty grey day with a stiff westerly wind; out in the Solent the L.C-T.s 
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were anchored by the stern in rows, pitched uneasily in a short, 

breaking sea. One or two of them had dragged and fouled each other, — 
and were struggling to free themselves and to turn back against the _ 
wind to regain their berth. She found the Hardmaster and reported 
to him. ‘I hope I’m not late, sir,’ she said. “You didn’t say any time.’ 

‘That’s all right,’ he replied. “You might have stayed in bed. It’s 
been postponed for twenty-four hours. They’d never have got across 
in this.’ : 

She stayed down at the hard for a couple of hours and had her 
dinner with the Wrens in Lepe House, but there was nothing for 
her to do. The Hardmaster released her for the day then, warning 
her to stay on call in Mastodon, and she walked back to the great 
house that was her ship. Back in her quarters she felt tired and 
strained; she took off some of her clothes and lay down in her bunk, ~ 
and slept uneasily for a time. At about five o’clock she got up and 
went and found Dev in his kennel, and got his supper for him from 
the galley and sat and watched him eat it; then she got her clothes 
brush from her quarters and gave him a grooming with it, not before 
time. It was better to do that than to sit about in tension, thinking of 
the battle that was coming. 

That night when she went to bed there was half a gale blowing, 
with squally, driving rain. Few of the Wrens in Janet’s hut slept 
much that night; all were young, and most of them had boy friends, 
fiancés, or even husbands in the L.C.T.s that lay tossing and dragging 
their anchors in the black night in the Solent. They lay listening to 
the wind and to the rain beating on the window, thinking of their 
men wet and cold and in some danger, struggling to keep their 
loaded, cranky ships afloat until the weather moderated enough for 
them to sail across to France to battle with the Germans on the 
beaches on the other side. 

All night Janet tried to sleep, but sleep eluded her till just before 
dawn. She was sick with a great apprehension, with fear of what was 
coming. She was seized with the presage of a huge, impending dis- 
aster. She did not worry much about her father; it was clear to her 
that the merchant ships would not be brought to the invaded coast 
until the enemy had been driven well back inland. She was filled 
more with a dread that the whole enterprise would fail and end in 
a shambles of defeat upon the beaches, Mixed up with this was a 
sick memory of the Germans she had killed in the Ju.188, the smashed 
bodies that she had seen lying in the field where she had shot them 
down, men who were friendly to us, on our side. A great sense of 
guilt lay heavily upon her which was to remain with her, I think, 
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_ until she died, and over all was the memory of Bill, my brother, who 
_ had loved her, whom she would have married, who had vanished 
: without trace out of her life leaving only the bare word that he was 
_ dead. She had killed seven friendly Poles and Czechs wantonly and 
_ so Bill had been taken from her, because Judgment was inexorable. 
_ slept a little before dawn, a restless, nightmarish, unhappy 
sleep. 
_ When the petty officer roused out the hut the sun was breaking 
through the clouds; at breakfast it was evident that the wind was 
_ falling. Janet went down to the hard and reported to her officer; he 
told her that the indications were that the operation was laid on for 
_ the next morning, 6 June. He employed her on a variety of minor 
_ jobs in the forenoon and at lunch time he dismissed her for the 
_ day; there would be plenty for her to do when the landing craft came 
_ back from France to reload. 

In the evening Janet went down river in the cutter with Viola 
Dawson and Doris Smith to embark a party of R.N. officers at Lepe 
and to take them across the Solent to Cowes. She had no business to 
be in the boat upon a trip like that; it was a joyride for her, but she 
had become so used to going up and down the river in the boats by 
that time that she ranked practically as one of the boat’s crew. The 
officers were mostly of commander’s rank; she did not know it, but 
these were the headquarters naval staff of Juno sector, changing 
ship. They were serious-faced, silent men. They crossed to Cowes in 
the sunset and one of them directed Viola to an unpretentious 
steamer called Hilary lying in the roads, studded all over with radio 
and radar aerials. Hilary had been the headquarters ship at the inva- 
sion of Sicily and at Salerno, and now she was to serve the same 
function at Juno beach of ‘Overlord’. 

They turned back to Beaulieu as the sun was going down, and now 

_ they saw the whole fleet getting under way. The whole stretch of 
water between the Isle of Wight and the mainland was crowded 
with landing craft and ships of every sort, and all in turn were get- 
ting short their anchors, weighing, and moving off. In the deep 
channels were the Infantry Landing Ships, cross-Channel steamers 
and small liners with landing craft hanging on their davits; in the 
shallows were the L.C.T.s loaded with vehicles and tanks and men, 
moving off towards the eastern entrance at Spithead in great flotillas, 
shepherded by their M.L.s. Coming down Southampton Water was 
a great fleet of Tank Landing Ships, big American vessels with a 
double door that opened in the bow. Overhead the fighters circled 

' in the evening light, the inner patrol positioned to catch any German 
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aircraft that penetrated the outer guard of fighters over the Channel. 
The evening was thunderous with the roar of engines on the sea and 
overhead. 

Viola slowed the cutter to half speed and they lingered over the 
return to Beaulieu, silent and wondering, conscious that they were 
looking at a mass of ships that nobody might ever see again assembled 
in one place. Viola told me that she tried to count the ships that were 
in sight that evening; she counted over four hundred and then failed 
to separate the hulls massed together in the east down by Spithead. 
Gradually as they crossed the Solent, weaving in and out between 
the landing craft, the western Solent cleared. The craft that had been 
lying between Lymington and Beaulieu passed them going to the 
east, and by the time they reached the river entrance there were 
few left to the westwards. The girls stood talking in half whispers 
as the cutter steamed up river, as if to speak outloud of what they 
had just seen would break security and put the men in peril. 

In the Wrennery it was another sleepless night. Aircraft were pass- 
ing overhead all night, hindering the restless girls from any sleep 
they might have got; if drowsiness came through the sheer weari- 
ness of anxiety a wave of bombers from some aerodrome nearby 
would pass over, climbing in fine pitch, and they would be wide 
awake again. They were too young to have acquired a knowledge 
or the habit of sedatives, too much accustomed to a healthy life, too 
little used to feminine megrims. Through most of the night one or 
two of them were out of bed, whispering together. Towards dawn 
a little knot of them in pyjamas collected at the open door, listening 
in the quiet of the summer night. Far to the south beyond the Isle 
of Wight the faint reverberations of explosions came a hundred 
miles over the sea; they stood there tense, and cold, and rather sick, 
listening to the distant echoes of the bombardment. 

One of the signal Wrens from Lepe House whispered, ‘The air- 
borne party go in about now .. .’ 

Janet got practically no sleep at all that night. The tension in the 
Wrennery was contagious, and for forty-eight hours now she had 
had little to do. Before the work had been continuous and exacting 
since she had shot down the Junkers, since Bill had been killed, and 
had given her little time for thought; she had slept well every night 
in an exhaustion of fatigue. Now in her idleness and tension the 
sense of guilt was heavy on her. She had killed seven men who were 
not Germans, but Poles and Czechs, trying to escape to fight upon 
our side. She had smashed them into the pathetic, sodden, mutilated 
things she had seen lying in the field. She had done that in her pride 
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and folly, for she had seen the wheels come down and had been so 
exultant in her skill with the Oerlikon that she had not paused to 
consider what that meant. God was a just God, and she must take 
her punishment. He had taken Bill from her to Himself as a judg- 
ment for what she had done, but was that punishment enough? 
Perhaps there was more coming, for she had murdered seven friendly 
men and Bill was only one. One life could not atone for seven. Per- 


_ haps she had made some terrible mistake that would kill six more 
_ of her friends. Perhaps a ready-use ammunition locker on the deck 
_ of some craft she had tended would explode and kill six of her 


friends through some mistake that she had made, because God was 
a just God, and His judgment was inexorable. She racked her brains 


- to think what her mistake could be. 


She lay awake in silent agony all night. 
The Wrens were up at dawn next morning clustering around the 
radio in their recreation room, listening to the news of the invasion 


_ put out by the B.B.C. Janet went down to the hard at Lepe after 


breakfast, but there was nothing to do there except listen again to a 
small wireless set, talk interminably about the position on the 
various beaches, and wait for the landing craft to come back for 
another load. There was little chance that any of them would return 
before nightfall; at dinner time the Hardmaster dismissed his staff 
till seven o’clock, advising them to get some sleep. 

Janet took three aspirins and lay down in her bunk in the Wren- 
nery, and pulled a blanket over her, and slept till six. It was the last 
spell of heavy, refreshing sleep she was to have for several days. 

At half past ten that night the first L.C.T.s came back to Lepe. 
They came from Nan beach in Juno sector, near the small town of 
Courseulles in Normandy. Janet heard something of their landing 
from a tired young rating as they lugged a box of Oerlikon ammu- 
nition on board together. ‘They got land mines, old shells, anything 
to make a bang, tied on them beach obstacles,’ he said. ‘Three of 
ours got it and sank in about two foot of water on the beach; I don’t 
think anyone got hurt. Time we come to go in the Jerries was a bit 
back from the beach; I reckon they’re a mile or two inland by this 
time, They didn’t put up much of a flight, not in our sector. I 
did hear it was worse for our chaps at Bernieres and down that 
Way.’ 

Ase German aircraft all he had to say was, ‘One or two come 
over, strafing the chaps on the beach. Everybody had a bang at them, 
but I never see one come down.’ He had fired off two and half drums; 


‘ while the L.C.T. was embarking vehicles and refuelling, Janet helped 
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him to grease the rounds and reload the drums. May Spikins was 
working at the same jobs on another L.C.T. on the other side of the 
dolphins that ran down the middle of the hard; Janet finished her 
work and crossed to help May out with hers, and while she did so 
the first L.C.T. backed off and was replaced by another empty one. 
Officers and ratings in these ships kept watch and watch, taking 
what rest they could while the flotilla was on passage. 

Reloading, refuelling, and re-arming that flotilla took five hours. 
When the last ship backed off the hard at half past three in the 
morning there was a pause. Janet and May went wearily to the 
Hardmaster’s hut, where there was tea brewing, and bully sand- 
wiches. There was no indication when the next flotilla would arrive 
though it was expected soon; the tanks and motor vehicles were 
jammed tight down the lane leading to the hard. The Wrens wrapped 
themselves in their duffle coats and lay down on the camouflage nets 
at the back of the hut, and slept. 

They were roused again at six and came out bleary-eyed in a cold 
dawn to see another lot of L.C.T.s from France at anchor in the 
Solent, and the first two craft slowly nosing their way in to the hard. 
The Wrens gulped down a cup of tea and went to work. At eight 
o'clock the Hardmaster called them off for breakfast for half an 
hour; then they went on with the job. The last craft of the flotilla 
backed away at noon but there was another flotilla already anchored 
in the Solent waiting to come in to load; the Wrens swallowed a 
hasty dinner in the hut, brushed the hair back from their foreheads 
with filthy hands, and went to work again. 

That was Wednesday, June the 7th. That afternoon Viola Dawson 
took the cutter down the river to Lepe and lay alongside one of the 
L.C.T.s for a few minutes, using it as a quay while they unloaded 
some equipment they had brought down to the hard. Janet broke 
off, and went over to the boat. ‘Viola, be a darling. You’ll be back 
at Mastodon tonight?’ 

The coxswa‘n nodded. ‘As far as I know. Can I bring you down 
anything?’ 

‘It’s not that. Viola, I shan’t be able to get up to see Dev till 
Lord knows when. Will you see he gets his supper tonight? Look, 
ask that Leading Wren in the galley — Rachel Adams -—ask her if 
she'll see he gets his food for the next few days, while I’m down 
here. She knows what he has,’ 

‘T'll look after him, old thing. Would you like us to bring him 
down here in the boat one day, or don’t you want to be bothered 
with him ?’ 
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Janet said, ‘I couldn’t look after him with all this going on —he’d 
_ better stay up at Mastodon. But I'd love to see him if you could bring 
him down and take him back again.’ 

Viola said, ‘Okay, I'll do that. Hope it lets up soon, Janet.’ 

‘It’s going on for ever, by the look of it,’ Janet told her. ‘I don’t 
mind. It’s the build-up that’s important. Commander Craigie says 
the Jerries are four miles inland now — that’s in Juno sector.’ 

She left the cutter, and went aft to the wardroom to find the first 
_ lieutenant of the ship. 

_ All day and night through Thursday, Friday, and Saturday the 

_ build-up continued. The flotillas came in to load irregularly and 

_ without previous notice; so long as the flow of tanks and priests and 

_ trucks kept coming down the road, directed by the Army, so long 
the L.C.T.s would keep on coming to the hard. The girls ate and slept 
irregularly in the Hardmaster’s hut, taking food and sleep as they 
offered, working in a daze of fatigue. Troubled, the Wren officers 

_ from Mastodon offered relief to the Ordnance Wrens; as there was 
no one else to do their job the Ordnance Wrens refused. ‘I’m all 

_ right, Ma’am —it’s nice down here. I had a lovely sleep last night, 
and another one this morning.’ Working in a daze of exhaustion 
they went on with their job. 

The boat’s crew Wrens brought Dev down to the hard each day 
standing proudly in the bow of the cutter; he would jump on board 
the L.C.T. they came alongside and frolic in and out among the tanks 
and trucks till he found Janet; then he would be all over her. She 
would give him biscuits and knock off for a few minutes to play 
with him, fondling his ears; then Viola would take him back into 
the boat and Janet would go on, cheered and refreshed by the short 
interlude with her dog. 

On the morning of Saturday June the roth Third Officer Collins 

_ rode her bicycle from Mastodon down to the hard, her pretty young 
face troubled and upset. She leaned the bike against the hut and 
went in to the Hardmaster. ‘Where’s Prentice, sir?’ 

He pointed at an L.C.T. loading on the hard. ‘In that one, J think.’ 

‘Could you send for her, do you think? I’ve got to see her, and I'd 
rather do it here, not in the ship.’ She hesitated. “We got a message 
from her mother. Her father’s been killed.’ 

When Janet came, wondering, to the hut Miss Collins said ner- 
vously, ‘Prentice, I want a word with you. Come out here.’ She 
led the way down on to the strip of beach below Lepe House. ‘I’m 
afraid there’s been some bad news, Prentice,’ she said. ‘It’s about 

_ your father.’ 
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Janet said quickly, ‘Has Daddy bought it?’ 

‘Well — yes, I’m afraid that was what the message was, my dear. 
Somebody rang up trying to get hold of you, speaking for your 
mother.’ 

‘He’s killed, is he?’ Janet asked directly. 

‘Ym afraid that’s what the message said’ 

Janet walked on in silence for a minute. In the back of her mind 
she had been ready for this, because God’s judgments were just and 
she deserved His punishments. Ever since she had heard that motor 
transport ships had been beached upon the coast of Normandy on 
Wednesday to unload their trucks with their own derricks on to the 
sand, she had known that her father was not far from the German 
Army. She was too tired to grieve, too dazed with work and little 
sleep, too much obsessed with the thought that she had left her job 
with the breech out of the port Oerlikon and, as like as not, with- 
out her help the rating wouldn’t be able to put it together again. 
Daddy had bought it; when she was rested perhaps tears would 
come and she would want to go to church. Now it was just a matter 
of brushing off Third Officer Collins and getting back on to the L.C.T. 
to put that breech back. 

She said quietly, ‘Thank you for telling me, Ma’am. It was good 
of you to come down.’ She stopped, turned round, and started to 
walk back towards the hard. 

The officer said, ‘I’ve arranged forty-eight leave for you, Prentice. 
I'll just see the Hardmaster; then you can come up to Mastodon and 
change, and go off on the 1400 ferry. You can take my bike and go 
on ahead, if you like. You'll find your pass and warrant on my desk; 
if they’re not there, ask Petty Officer Dowling for them.’ 

Janet said, ‘I don’t want to go on leave.’ 

The Wren officer was nonplussed. ‘They said on the telephone 
that you're her only child in England — that’s why we put it through. 
Of course you must go, Prentice. You must go home and see your 
mother.’ 

‘I couldn’t go until this flap’s over,’ Janet said stubbornly. ‘Not 
unless you can get me a relief.’ 

‘Don’t you think Spikins can carry on alone, just while you go 
home for forty-eight? ? You’re working independently; she can carry 
on without you.’ 

Janet said, ‘It’s just a question if she can carry on with me, Ma’am.’ 
She quickened her pace towards the hard. ‘She’s just about all in. 
No, honestly, I’ll be all right. There aren’t any reliefs. Is it true that 
it’s all coming to an end tomorrow?’ 
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‘Tuesday, I think,’ Miss Collins told her. ‘There’s a buzz that 


_ there’ll be no more loading here after Tuesday.’ 


Janet said, ‘Well then, Ill go home on Tuesday.’ 

“You'd better telephone your mother, anyway, Prentice.’ 

Jane hesitated. ‘I would like to do that,’ she said. ‘I must go back 
on to that L.C.T. now, Ma’am, because I’ve got the port gun dis- 
mantled; the sear was very dry and sticking down. They’ll be casting 


_ off any time now. | must just get on board and see to that. Do you 
_ think I might make the call from here after I’ve done that?’ 


‘I'm sure you can,’ the officer said. ‘I’ll go up to Lepe House and 


_ see if I can get a post office line for you. Come up there directly 
_ you've finished on this ship.’ 


‘A quarter of an hour later Janet, stony-faced, dry-eyed, her hands 


_ black with ingrained grease, was speaking to her mother. ‘Mummy 


dear,’ she said, ‘I don’t know what to say. I just can’t realize it yet. 
How did you hear? . . . Oh, how kind of him. I know ~ well, I’d 
better not say that over the telephone. Look, Mummy, who’s with 
you now? ... Will she be able to stay over the week-end? 
Mummy, I want to come home but I just can’t leave here before 
Tuesday. It’s the invasion, Mummy —I haven’t been to bed for four 
days. We’re going on day and night. I think I’ll be able to come 
home on Tuesday. . . . Oh yes, I’m very well. . . . We sleep all 
right but it’s in little bits, you know, between the flotillas. . . . I'll 
tell you when I come home, I'll try and get some long leave as soon 
as this is over, Mummy, but I can’t come till Tuesday. Daddy 
wouldn’t want me to. I'll tell you when we meet. On Tuesday. Look 
after yourself, Mummy. I'll be home on Tuesday, probably rather 
late. I’ll ring you up again tomorrow or on Monday.’ 

‘She had been speaking from a room on the ground floor that had 
been the office of a captain, nowsvacated because Captain J.3 was 
on the other side of the Channel. She sat for a moment, weary, after 
putting down the telephone. From the window she could see another 
L.C.T. nosing in to the hard below, and a long line of loaded trucks 
and Bren carriers waiting to embark. Presently she got up stiffly and 
went out into the corridor. Third Officer Collins was watching for 
Janet from the wardroom opposite, and came out to meet her. “You 
got through all right?’ she asked. 

Janet said, ‘Yes thank you, Ma’am. Thank you for letting me use 
that room and make the call from here. Do you think I could possibly 
speak to her again tomorrow?’ 

‘Of course, Prentice —1 can fix that for you. What time do you 


want to call her?’ 
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‘I think about tea time would be best. She’s always in then.’ 

The officer said, ‘I’ll come down here at about four o’clock and 
see that everything’s all right for you. You wouldn’t like to come 
back to Mastodon and rest a bit?’ 

‘I'd rather go on here, if you don’t mind. There’s another L.C.T. 
just coming in.’ 

She went back to her job, her mind in a daze. In the roaring of 
engines as the trucks and carriers backed in to the L.C.T. she started 
working with the ratings to get the ammunition on board. There 
was a short pause half an hour later while that ship backed off the 
hard and another one came in to load, sufficient time for her to 
smoke a cigarette but not to grieve. Then she went on again. That 
flotilla was finished by three o’clock in the afternoon and she went 
up to the hut and had a couple of bully sandwiches and a piece of 
jam tart with two cups of tea for her dinner; then she lay down to 
rest till she was needed again. She was too tired to think clearly, too 
weary and dazed to cry. She lay in unhappy suffering for a time, and 
presently she slept. 

The Wrens were called to work upon another flotilla at about 
eight o’clock that evening, and they worked till one in the morning. 
They had a short sleep then, but another flotilla came in with the 
first light of dawn, at half past four, and they went on again. They 
finished that one at about nine in the morning and had breakfast; 
by the time they had finished eating, a fresh pair of L.C.T.s were 
nosing their way in to the hard, and a mixed lot of tanks and carriers 
and priests was waiting in the lane to be embarked. 

About the middle of the morning the cutter came down river with 
Dev standing proudly in the bow; Viola brought her alongside the 
L.C.T. that lay at the west side of the hard dolphin. Janet was work- 
ing on the other ship, on the east side of the dolphin. Dev, who knew 
his way around, jumped on to the L.C.T. and from there to the hard, 
and began running around on the hard amongst the tanks and 
trucks looking for Janet. Presently he got under a Sherman. 

Viola was still down in the cutter, and she never learned exactly 
how it happened. She heard a sudden shrill, agonized yelping above 
the roaring of the engines and the grinding of the tank tracks on 
steel decks, and put her head over the side of the L.C.T. She saw 
Janet running from the ship on the east side. The Sherman moved 
on backwards to the ramp, probably quite unconscious of what had 
happened. On the hard Janet found a small, concerned group of 
army N.C.O.s and privates grouped around the dog, struggling on 
his forepaws with both hind legs broken, yelping in agony. 
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Janet cried, ‘Oh Dev, darling!’ and dropped down on her knees 
beside him. He knew her and stopped screaming for a moment, and 
sniffed her hand, but he screamed again when she touched him. 
She raised her eyes from him in distress and saw a revolver belted 
at a knee, and looked higher; it belonged to a young Army captain. 

‘Please,’ she said. ‘Please, will you shoot him?’ 

The young man hesitated. ‘Who does he belong to?’ 

‘He’s mine,’ she said. ‘Please shoot him for me.’ 

He glanced around; the hard was paved with concrete, and 


crowded with men and tanks and trucks. ‘I can’t do that here,’ he 
_ said. ‘We'll get a ricochet. We'll have to move him, I’m afraid.’ He 
_ touched her on the shoulder and made her get up. ‘Look, go up to 
_ the top of the hard and try not to listen. I’ll look after this for you.’ 


She took one last look at my brother Bill’s dog, then turned away 


_ and went up between the tanks and trucks, tears streaming down 


’ 


her face. She heard the agonized screaming of the dog as the soldiers 
moved him to the soft sand of the beach, and then two shots. With 
those two shots her service in the Wrens came to an end. 

Years later Viola Dawson told me about that day, as we lingered 
over coffee in the restaurant in Earls Court after dinner. ‘I couldn’t 
wait then,’ she said. ‘I had to take some officers back up the river. 
I managed to get down to Lepe again early in the afternoon, and 
when we'd moored the cutter I went on the L.C.T.s looking for Janet, 
but she wasn’t there. I found May Spikins, and asked where Janet 
was.’ 

‘She’s not here,’ she said. ‘She’s gone sort of funny, Viola — crying 
all the time. Look, be a dear and find her —she’s somewhere about. 
Take her back to Mastodon with you. She'll have to report sick.’ 

Viola found Janet sitting at the head of the beach about a couple 
of hundred yards from the hard, the tears streaming steadily and 
quietly down her face. She had borrowed an entrenching tool from 
one of the soldiers and buried the dog there in the soft sand. Viola 
said, ‘Come on, old girl. It’s no good sitting here.’ 

Janet sobbed, ‘I ought to be working but I can’t bloody well stop 
crying.’ 

‘Of course you can’t,’ said Viola. ‘I’m going to take you back up 
river in the cutter to the Wrennery.’ 

‘I can’t leave here. May Spikins can’t do all these ships alone.’ 
She wept again. 

‘Of course she can,’ said Viola. ‘They’re not using any ammuni- 
tion. They haven't fired a round for the last two days, and you 


know it. Besides, there’s no more loading here after tonight.’ She 
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offered her own handkerchief, rather dirty. ‘Here, take this. I'll go 
and see the Hardmaster and tell him.’ 

She found him on the hard outside the hut. ‘Leading Wren Pren- 
tice seems to be a bit upset, sir,’ she said. ‘Could she have the rest 
of the day off? I could take her back up river in the cutter, to the 
Wrennery.’ 

He nodded. ‘I’m sorry about her dog, but it was silly of you and — 
her, to bring it to the hard. Yes, take her back with you. She’s put 
up a good show, and loading finishes tonight, I think.’ 

‘It was her dog getting killed that put the lid on it,’ said Viola, 
seven years later. ‘Funny, that, wasn’t it? She stood up quite well 
when your brother got killed and when her father got killed, but 
when the dog got killed it finished her. I suppose she felt responsible 
or something.’ 

‘I suppose she did,’ I said. ‘What happened after that?’ 

‘I took her back up to the Wrennery, and when Third Officer 
Collins saw her she made her report sick,’ she said. ‘There weren’t 
any naval surgeons left in Mastodon =-they were all in ‘Overlord’. 
There was an American Army doctor there, Lease-lend, and he sent 
her on sick leave.’ 

‘Was she away long?’ I asked. 

‘She never came back,’ Viola told me. ‘She messed about for a 
couple of months under a Navy doctor in Oxford. I went and saw 
her when I was on leave but she was sort of — well, funny. She was 
still crying quite a lot, and very nervy. As a matter of fact, there'd 
have been nothing much for her to do in the Navy after the invasion. 
She went up to a board in London sometime in August and they 
gave her her discharge, on compassionate grounds I think, to look 
after her mother.’ Viola paused, and then she said reflectively, ‘I 
suppose the truth is that she wasn’t any good to the Navy any more.’ 


CHAPTER SIX 


When I went back to Oxford in 1948 I spent much of my time in 
trying to trace Janet Prentice. I soon discovered that her mother had 
died in the year 1946 and that Janet had left Oxford. The house in 
Crick Road had been sold and there had been a sale of furniture; 
everything seemed to have been converted into ready cash. I man- 
aged to trace the agent who had sold the house but he had no 
address for the girl, though he told me the bank into which he had 
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paid his cheque. I went and saw the bank manager and he con- 


_ firmed what I had already learned, but the account had been closed 


and he had no address. The baalnce had not been a large one, for the 
house had been mortgaged and large houses in those days had sold 
badly. He said that he had an idea that Miss Prentice had gone 
abroad. 

When I found May Spikins, then May Cunningham, she remem- 
bered the name Mr Grimston as Professor Prentice’s companion 
when he had joined the Seaborne Observer Corps, and Viola Dawson 


_ confirmed that name shortly afterwards when I mentioned it to her, 


though she could not recall the name till she was prompted. I went 


_ to the headquarters of the Royal Observer Corps in Oxford and I 


found that Mr Grimston was still a leading member in the local 


_ organization, much looked up to for his maritime war experience. 


I went to see him one afternoon at the chain-store grocery that he 
manages in Cowley, and he made me stay until the store closed and 
then he took me round to his small house for tea. 

He remembered the visit of Janet Prentice to the Royal Bath Hotel, 
but he was unable to tell me where she went to after she left Oxford 
on her mother’s death; he did not know the family and had only met 
Janet on that one occasion. He was able to give me a full account of 
the Professor’s death, however, and what he said was this. 

Dr Prentice had been drafted to a ship called the Elsie Davidson, 
one of the Davidson line of coastal cargo steamers. She was a vessel 
of about four thousand tons, chartered for the invasion of Normandy 
and loaded with motor transport in the London Docks. She sailed in 
convoy from Southend on June the sth and reached the coast of 
Normandy off Courseulles about midday on D-day, June the 6th. 
She anchored, still in convoy, well off shore and remained there for 
the afternoon and evening, being in no great danger because already 
the Germans in that sector had retreated well inland. 

It had been the orginal intention that these motor transport ships 
should unload their cargo on to Rhino Ferries. The vehicles that they 
carried, with their army crews, were loaded principally with gun 
ammunition for the tanks and priests in the front line and were, of 
course, most urgently required on shore. The Rhino Ferry was a 
great steel raft a hundred and fifty feet long or more, built up of 
rectangular steel caissons bolted together and powered by two sixty 
horsepower petrol engines at the stern. The vehicles were to be 
lifted bodily down on to the Rhino Ferry by the ship’s derricks and 
the ferry would then convey them to the beach, where it would 
ground in about wto feet of water, that being its very shallow draft. 
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The vehicles would then drive off it by means of a ramp, drive 
through the shallow water and up the beach to make their way 
inland to the guns. 

The Rhino Ferry, however, proved to be unmanageable in the 
bad weather of D-day though it had functioned well in trials; it was 
swept by the seas and with its low power it could make no headway 
against the wind. This had been foreseen as a possibility and an 
alternative means of unloading the motor transport from the mer- 
chant ships had been planned. At dawn on D plus 1 the ships were 
steamed in to the beach and grounded on the sand an hour after high 
water, so that when the tide fell and left them high and dry they 
could lower the trucks down on to the sand beside them with their 
own derricks, and in this way they unloaded every truck in safety. 

It was a bold expedient to beach big steel ships in this way because 
the ships were needed urgently back in England for the build-up of 
the Army, and if they had been damaged on the beaches the whole 
venture might have met disaster a week later for lack of supplies. 
However, the planners knew their job and the ships suffered little 
damage; they floated off in the evening and sailed for England to 
load up again. 

The s.s. Elsie Davidson beached with the others of her convoy 
soon after dawn, and by midday all her motor transport cargo had 
been unloaded on to the wet sand beside her and had driven away. 
By that time the Germans were several miles inland so there was no 
particular danger to the ships upon the beach, though a few snipers 
left behind in ruined buildings were still giving trouble and had not 
yet been cleaned up. At intervals, however, a solitary mortar bomb 
would sail up from some point inland and would land upon the 
beach and go off, and the Army were having a good deal of difficulty 
in locating this trench mortar. 

Nobody in Elsie Davidson had had much sleep since they left 
London, and when the motor transport had been unloaded and six 
or seven hours must elapse before the ship could float, the officers 
and crew of the ship mostly went to their bunks to get a little badly 
needed rest before commencing the return passage. There had been 
no enemy aircraft over during the day, but the captain left the guns 
manned, the gunners mostly curled up on the deck asleep beside 
their guns. Dr Prentice would not have gone below on this the great 
day of his life, for his duty of aircraft identification kept him on 
the bridge and in ‘any case the scene unrolled before him on the 
beach was far too fascinating for him to leave, but the captain had 
provided him with his deck chair. When all the motor transport had 
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: been unloaded and the last soldier had left the ship they went to 
_ dinner, and after a quick meal the don sat down beside the canvas 
_ dodger in a corner of the bridge and presently he slept, a worn, age- 
_ ing man rejoicing in the part that he was privileged to play in war. 

Soon after three o’clock one of the occasional mortar bombs came 
over, fired at random, and exploded on the bridge of the s.s. Elsie 
Davidson, only a few feet from the old sleeping man. As luck would 
have it a steward was bringing him a mug of tea, and this man was 
Killed instantaneously on the ladder leading to the bridge. Dr 
Prentice died a few minutes later, probably without regaining con- 
sciousness. 

The soldiers searched all day to find that mortar, for it was evi- 
dently firing from a point well behind our line. Shortly before dark 
they found two girls who had been sitting on a stile in a hedgerow 
all day, waving at the soldiers passing down the lane in trucks or 

_ tanks and chi-hiking with the few who passed on foot. They were 
pretty girls and wore tricolour ribbons in their hair and waved little 
French flags at the passing trucks, but in fact they were German 
and had the mortar and its ammunition hidden in a bed of stinging- 

_ nettles just behind the hedge. When everything was quiet and there 
seemed to be nobody about they would pop one of the projectiles 
down the spout and get up quickly on the stile again and watch it 
sail away towards the beach, looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in 
their mouths, When finally the troops located this trench mortar 
and arrested the two girls they could hardly move for laughter, it 
went as a tremendous joke on a grim day. 

That is how Professor Prentice came to meet his end. I asked Mr 
Grimston when I met him at his house in Cowley if Janet Prentice 
ever heard the rather grotesque details, and he was inclined to think 

- that she hadn’t. He had heard the facts himself from one of the other 
aircraft identifiers who had been in another ship which had remained 
stranded on the beach for some days till they could get her off, and 
had got the details from the beachmaster’s party. Mr Grimston had 
debated whether he should tell Mrs Prentice the whole story and 
had decided not to, thinking that it would only distress her need- 
lessly. He was doubtful if anybody else had told her. 


As I have said, I never met Janet Prentice again. J wanted to, but 
in the pressure of war it wasn’t possible: I wrote to her at Mastodon 
in August 1944 as soon as I had time to turn round after the mass of 
work that came upon me at the invasion and I suggested a meeting, 

' but I never got an answer to my letter. It may never have reached 


119 


her, for by that time she was out of the Navy and in and out of 
various institutions, for her nerves were in a bad way. Viola Dawson 
remembered the name of one of these places, and I went to see the 
matron of the Mary Somers Home at Henley when I was in England, 
who remembered the case. Janet Prentice had been there for about 
two months in the autumn of 1944. The matron remembered her as 
a listless girl, obsessed with a sense of guilt for something that she 
fancied she had done in the war, and inclined to be suicidal. They 
did not regard her as an acute case but one more in need of occupa- 
tion and psychological help, and, as she had a mother to look after, 
the psychologist attempted to direct her mind towards an ideal of 
service and regeneration through work. It is just possible that my 
letter was purposely withheld from her, in that home or some other, 
as being likely to produce a psychological setback. 

I knew nothing about this at the time, of course; I only knew I 
hadn’t had an answer to my letter. By the time that might have 
troubled me I was back on operations in the R.A.F. and I had closer 
and more intimate troubles and excitements of my own to occupy 
my mind. 

I dropped a rank to Squadron Leader and got away from Fighter 
Command in September 1944, and went to Aston Down to convert — 
on to Typhoons. I can’t say that I liked. the new machine with its 
thick wings and its enormous Sabre engine, but the day of the Spit- 
fire was practically over in Europe. In that last stage of the war the 
Luftwaffe was better equipped than we were and our fighters and 
and our fighter bombers were having a rough time in France; the 
Focke-Wulf Ta. 152 was a better fighter than anything we had till 
the Tempest became operational, and in the Messerschmitt 262 jet 
fighter they were streets ahead of us, though this machine was 
reported to be killing more Germans than English in its first months 
of operations due to its high landing speed and its unreliable engines. 
Still, there it was, and if you met one in a Typhoon or a Spitfire it 
was likely to be curtains unless you had a great numerical advantage. 

I went to Belgium at the beginning of November 1944 and took 
command of my Typhoon squadron on Evére aerodrome just by 
Brussels. The squadron was armed with eight rockets on each air- 
craft and was principally employed on shooting up railway trains, 
bridges, and flak positions; the last duty was murder, for the German 
flak was accurate and intensive in those days. True, the range of the 
rocket enabled a break-away to be made sooner than if the attack 
had to be pressed home with cannon, but even so casualties had 
been very heavy in the squadron in the months since the invasion. 
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f In my squadron of fifteen machines casualties had been running at 
_ the rate of over two a week for months on end, and only one pilot 
; who had landed in France with the squadron in June now remained, 
_ though two others had completed their tour of operations and had 
_ been relieved. Three replacement pilots for my squadron crossed to 
_ Brussels with me in the Anson. 
It was an anxious and a trying time for me at first. Morale in the 
_ squadron was not good, and everyone was well aware that their new 
_ squadron leader had been off operations for a year — none more than 
me. In that year fighter-bomber tactics had progressed enormously 
_ and I was definitely out of touch; the saving grace was that I knew 
' that myself. I had a frank talk with the Group Captain the day after 
_ I arrived, taking my stand perhaps upon my D.F.C. and bar. I told 
_ him that for the first ten days he mustn’t expect a great deal from 
my squadron and that the fault would be mine; after that he would 
get good results from us. He bellyached a good deal but he took it, 
_and for a week I played it very, very safe. In that week I got the 
squadron pulled together a bit, and after that we went to town 
_ upon our sorties. 
Shooting up flak positions, I discovered, is a matter of planning 
_ the attack beforehand and good discipline; one can keep down the 
casualty rate if the right machines start firing in the right direction 
at the right time. We got our casualty rate down quite a lot and at 
the same time did our job as well as anybody else. We got more 
railway trains than Huns. I got one Messerschmitt 109K certain and 
another probable in my six weeks of operations, but we never mixed 
it with the German fighters if we could avoid it, for with rockets 
on we were no match for them and without rockets our main duty 
was to get home in one piece. We had a fighter cover normally who 
fought for us. 

It all came to an end for me on New Year’s Day, 1945. That was 
the day when the German fighters made their massive attack upon 
our aerodromes and did enormous damage to the R.A.F. and to the 
U.S.A.A.F. They concentrated everything they had and came over 
at dawn with about 650 Focke-Wulfs and 450 Messerschmitts in 
three formations, and within an hour most of the aircraft dispersed 
on our aerodromes were blazing ruins by the runways. 

We had a show on that morning, and we were in the process of 
scrambling when the Jerries came over. I had just taken off with Red 
Two beside me and | had my head down in the cockpit at about two 
hundred feet as I got the undercart up, throttled back, and set the 

- pitch. I looked up, sensing there was something wrong, and saw a 


I2I 


burst of tracer flying past me; there was a violent shock as one 
smacked into the armour at my back. I got my seat down in a hurry 
and saw a Focke-Wulf pass just underneath me, and another one, 
and then the air was full of them and our own flak everywhere. My — 
radio went dead, and I saw Red Two go down and crash in flames 
upon a house. 

The air was full of aircraft, all unfriendly, and the cloud base far 
above. I stuffed my Typhoon down to deck level, breaking to port. 
On the ground the Fortresses and the Dakotas and the Typhoons and 
the Spits all seemed to be burning in rows; the Jerries certainly had 
made a mess of us. I got a Focke-Wulf fairly in my right sight for a 
moment and pooped off all my eight rockets at him, more to get 
rid of them than anything else, and two of them got him on the port 
wing and broke it off. The wing flew past, mercifully without hitting 
me, and the rest of the machine went down arid rolled along the 
ground in a flaming ball. 

I went on turning putting all my strength upon the stick, prac- 
tically blacked out, probably at about three or four hundred feet, 
but I hadn’t got a hope; there must have been hundreds of them. 
Somebody got me from the side with a big deflection shot; there 
was a crash between me and the engine, half the instruments leapt — 
from the panel and crashed into my face, there was a frightful pain 
in both my feet and a hot waft of burning rubber that told me I was 
on fire. | shoved the throttle through the wire to emergency full 
and shot straight upwards for the clouds, and by the mercy of God 
at that moment there was nobody upon my tail. I jettisoned the 
hood as I went up and wrenched away the oxygen and radio, and 
with each hand in turn I managed to draw my damaged legs close 
up to me in spite of the pain. Then I pulled the stick back and turned 
her over, waited an instant and pushed it forward and got thrown 
out cleanly, probably at about two thousand feet. I had enough 
sense left to pull my parachute and then I think I may have passed 
out because I can’t remember anything about the descent or landing. 
The next thing I remember is sitting on the snow with some chaps 
of the R.A.F, Regiment about me putting tourniquets upon my legs; 
one of my feet wasn’t there at all, and the other was a mess. There 
was a Bofors gun nearby; I was very lucky to have got down so near 
help for I was bleeding like a pig. Then a doctor came and gave me 
a shot in the arm and I passed out again. 

That is how my service in the R.A.F. came to an end. 


A couple of days later I was flown in a Dakota direct from Evére 
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to an aerodrome near Shrewsbury in the west of England, and | 
spent the next four months in the R.A.F. hospital there. They oper- 
_ated three times because they tried to save the left foot but weren’t 
_able to. I was very depressed in those months, because it’s not funny 
to lose both your feet when you're thirty years old. You don’t 
realize that in time you'll get accustomed to the disability, that in 
_ years to come you may have just as much enjoyment out of life as 
_you had before, though in a different way. I was passionately fond 
of winter sports and ski-ing as a young man and all that was over for 
me now, and swimming also, and long walks over the hills. I had 
_black moods when I was in the hospital that lasted for days on end, 
cursing myself for an idiot that I had ever baled out. I should have 
' had the guts to take it. 
Outside the R.A.F. I had few friends in England, and as the months 
went on my Service friends were all dispersed. I didn’t want to see 
-anybody, anyway. I am ashamed to say that in those months I 
thought little about Janet Prentice; when I did so it was in cynical 
reflection that she had not bothered to answer the letter I had 
written to her. I’m not very proud of those months of self-pity, but 
that’s what happened. 
Presently I was moved to the Orthopaedic Hospital at Clifton just 
outside Bristol, and I was there till November 1945. We had con- 
siderable freedom as patients in that place while we were being 
fitted with artificial feet and learning to walk on them, for part of 
the treatment was that we should get used to taking part in normal 
life. I had, of course, as much money as I liked to ask my father 
for, for wool was already high and Coombargana was doing well 
in spite of the rabbits; I was far better off than most of the other 
chaps. The obvious thing for me to do was to buy a car to get around 
in, but there were difficulties and frustrations all around that one. 
No new cars were available and the six-year-old one that I bought 
gave constant trouble which I wasn’t really fit to cope with, for I 
couldn’t stand at first on my new feet for more than a few minutes 
at a time. The petrol allowance I could get, though generous by 
British standards in those days, was far too small to let me range 
widely over England, and I was allowed no new tyres at all. There 
was little that was healthy, therefore, for me to spend my money 
on and it mostly went on drink and rather dreary parties with the 
nurses; I suppose I was already too old to take much pleasure in a 
wild time with the girls. 
By the time I left the Orthopaedic Hospital tottering on my new 
feet I was disenchanted with England, and only anxious to get back 
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to Coombargana, my own place, where anyway the sun would be 
shining and petrol and new tyres would be available for me to travel 
on, whatever the regulations might say; I knew that much about my 
countrymen. I booked a passage home by sea for February, not 
caring to fly, and got enough black-market petrol to drive my car 
to Newhaven. In France there was unlimited petrol for anyone who 
had the money to pay for it and freedom of movement was restored 
to me, and by the time that I got south of Lyons the sun was shining. 
I spent a pleasant couple of months exploring the south of France 
and Italy as far as Rome, and in those months I got back some of my _ 
mental poise again. 

The ship did a good bit to dispel it. I returned to London a few 
days before sailing for Australia and sold my car, but I was ham- 
strung without it. While I had the car I was a free man, able to 
travel and enjoy life like other people, but without it on the ship I 
was a pitiful cripple. I had a couple of falls in the rough weather 
of the Bay; one in the dining-room in front of everybody, and every- 
one was very sorry for me, which made me furious. I spent most of 
the rest of the voyage in my cabin, having my meals there, wonder- 
ing if I was a fool to go back home to Coombargana if I could never 
ride a horse again. Up till the time I had left home, of course, the 
whole of the work about the property was done on horses. 

There was a Queenslander from Rockhampton on board, a chap 
called Petersen who had lost a leg at Arnhem; he had been a para- 
trooper and had spent the rest of the war in a German prison camp. 
He was in much the same state physically and mentally as I was, 
and we used to drink and talk about the war each night in my cabin 
or his, and sometimes we would get a crowd together for a poker 
game, playing pretty high. I don’t think I went to bed entirely sober 
any night of the voyage or before two in the morning; I used to lie 
in bed till about noon and then get up and sit around in the cabin 
trying to read and drinking a good bit, till evening came and all the 
women out on deck went in because it was getting cold, and I could 
go out for a breather without people staring at me or being sym- 
pathetic. Then would come dinner in the cabin and the serious busi- 
ness of the day, which was talking about the war and drinking. 

We got to Fremantle at last and there my father met me. He had 
booked seats for us on the air line to Adelaide but I didn’t want to 
fly; I had a scunner against flying at that time which took about two 
years to fade. So Dad came round to Adelaide with me in the liner, 
and I must say he was good. He saw that I was drinking pretty hard 
and set himself to drink with me, matching Scotch with Scotch; 
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when I talked about my war he’d start talking about his. We both 
got shot together each night on the way round from Adelaide and 
he won a lot of his own money off me at poker. He made my home- 
coming far easier than I had thought it would be, because when we 
got to Coombargana and he laid off the grog because of Mother it 
was easy for me to play along with him and go slow on it too. 

Dad had met Harry Drew during the war and had brought him 
to Coombargana when they got demobilized and made him fore- 
man; Dad was always a good picker of men. Mother was already 
getting disinclined to travel on her own, so Harry brought the old 
Bentley they had bought before the war to Adelaide to meet us at 
the ship, and we drove home in that. I drove it most of the way and 
it was a delight to be at the wheel of a decent car. In a car I could 
regain my freedom of movement and be equal to anybody once 
again. 

At Coombargana I found that Dad had come back from the war 
with some pretty advanced ideas about the mechanization of the 
property. Before the war Coombargana ran almost entirely upon 
horses in the traditional style. I don’t think we had more than one 
truck on the station; we had an old kerosene tractor but I don’t 
remember that it was used much, and we conserved little fodder. I 
remember that we used the tractor for ploughing firebreaks before 
the war but I don’t think we ever ploughed up a paddock; we grazed 
entirely on the natural grasses of the district. All the real work of 
the property was done with riding and draught horses; all told we 
had about eighty horses on the place, to the ten or eleven we keep 
now. 

Dad, however, had spent much of the war in the Northern Terri- 
tory in close contact with the highly mechanized American Army; 
he had seen a thousand miles of first-class bitumen road made at an 
incredible speed between Alice Springs and Darwin; he had seen 
vegetable farms to feed the army created from the bush by modern 
agricultural machines, producing the vegetables in a matter of 
months. He had watched all this carefully with his mind on Coom- 
bargana, sifting out what was likely to be useful to us from what 
was not. When I got home in the Australian autumn of 1946 I found 
that he had brought a number of disposal vehicles on to the station, 
most of which proved useless to us in the end because they had been 
designed for other service but which gave us valuable experience. 
The Bren carrier lies rotting in a briar thicket now because it didn’t 
really do anything we wanted and we couldn’t get spares for it, but 

‘we learned from it that a tracked vehicle was necessary to us in the 
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winter and our big diesel crawler is the outcome of that knowledge. — 
We still use a couple of the four-wheel-drive Chevrolet trucks he 

bought, but the disposal jeeps have long since given place to Land- 
Rovers. ; 

I found that Dad was still using his horse to get about the property, 
though he had a sneaking affection for a jeep and was starting to 
drive where he had ridden formerly. When I got home though it 
all seemed terribly small and insignificant after the business I had 
been engaged in for the last six years. A horse was impossible for 
me, of course, or at any rate pretty unsafe, and at an early stage 
we got a jeep for my personal use about the property. With his army 
associations Dad could get to know what was coming up for sale, 
and he managed to produce a nearly new jeep for me that would 
give no trouble. 

It was a pity that it had to be a jeep, although we neither of us 
realized that at that time. A man in my condition depends so much 
upon his car; it means far more to him than a car would to any 
normal person. This jeep was identical in every respect with the 
many jeeps that I had driven in the war; it made the same noise, was 
painted the same colour, had the same soiled canvas seats; the gear 
lever came to hand in the same place, the steering was the same. It. 
made too strong a link with the war days to be quite healthy; con- 
tinually it brought back memories that had better have faded with 
the different scene and with the passage of years. When I had had 
a drink or two I would be driving in the darkness round the perimeter 
tracks towards our Typhoons at dispersal with Samuelson and Driver 
and Jack Carter in the jeep with me, Jack Carter who was to collide 
with Driver over the target an hour later and fall together with him 
in a flaming mass, and Samuelson who was to pull out far too low 
over the train so that the flak got him and he crashed on the line 
ahead of the ruined engine, belching smoke and steam and cinders: 
high into the air. There was the little clip above the instrument 
panel that I never learned the use of, in which Jack Carter left his 
pipe before we went to the machines, in which I found his pipe 
when we came back. Once or twice at Coombargana when I was a 
bit tired I reached out to take that pipe out of the clip, and it wasn’t 
there. 

Helen was living at home when I got back, though she was making 
plans to go to England in the spring and straining at the leash to 
get away. She was six years younger than I was and might have 
been good company for me if things had been different, but mentally 
we lived in different worlds. I think the war made bigger chasms 
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between Australian young men and women than in England, where 
_ girls were called up and had to serve in the armed forces like the men. 


In Australia war service for girls was on an easier basis, and Helen 


_and her friends had had no difficulty in avoiding it and in pursuing 
_ their lives more or less uninterrupted through the war; indeed the 


pretext of doing war work in Melbourne had made it easier for 


_ them to leave the country and take a flat in town. For these girls the 


_war had little reality; no bomb fell within two thousand miles of 
_ them, no death came near them, no military discipline forced them 
_ into contact with girls of another class; they came out of the war 


in much the same state of mind as they went into it, avid to get to 
London and to Paris, to the seats of fashion and of culture that the 
silly nuisance of the war had stopped them visiting before. 

Most Australian men returning from the war accepted their girls 
for what they were, reflecting perhaps that men are different from 
women and girls are like that. I couldn’t do it. Perhaps my disability 
had made me bitter and critical, but I had spent six years in daily 


_ contact with Englishwomen in the R.A.F. who had shared many of 


my own experiences, had been scared stiff when I was scared myself, 
had known the same discipline, had grieved for friends when I had 


_ grieved, had turned to cigarettes and grog to hide the grief as I had 


turned myself. These Englishwomen spoke the same language that 
I spoke and thought in the same way; compared with them Helen 
and her friends seemed shallow and trivial to me, people of no 


_account incessantly preoccupied with details of their clothes and 


personal adornment, and their unending, foolish parties. 

On her part, Helen found me much changed by the war, and 
changed for the worse. I had gone to it a pleasant, affable, and intelli- 
gent young man, a good dancer and skier, popular with her friends. 
I had come back from it an unpleasant, soured cripple, contemptuous 
of her friends and their way of life, a man with a sharp, bitter tongue, 
and a fairly heavy drinker. I think my return put the lid on it for 
Helen; like most young Australians she wanted to get out into a 
wider world, and by the time I had been home a month it would 
have taken a dog collar and a chain to keep her at Coombargana. 

She sailed for England in December 1946; we had a reconciliation 
when she went for I had behaved badly to her, and we parted on 
better terms than we had been since I came home. After she went 
I saw no more of her friends and it was lonely at Coombargana; | 
did not care for them but, in the words of Barrie, they were like a 
flight of birds, and when they went it seemed that they had taken 


‘away the sun in their pockets. I met very few young women after 
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that. I was conscientiously trying to learn the business of the pro- 
_perty but I couldn’t make it a full-time occupation. I had been 
brought up at Coombargana in the wool business and, in fact, there 
wasn’t a lot left for me to learn; running a station isn’t as difficult 
as all that. My father was still active and able to make quick deci- 
sions, not yet ready to turn over management to me. We have an 
interest in a cattle station in the Northern Territory, a property of 
about fifteen hundred square miles about three hundred miles north 
of Alice Springs near Tennant Creek, and I used to go up there for 
him once or twice a year for a few days. I wasn’t much good up 
there because I wasn’t really safe upon a horse and I couldn’t walk 
very far; in the bush I had to have one of the stockmen with me 
all the time, because if I had fallen from my horse I couldn’t have 
caught him again and I could never have walked out back to the 
homestead. However, I was able to look through the books and 
talk to everyone, and this saved my father a good deal of travelling. 

I used to go to Melbourne fairly frequently from Coombargana 
and stay at the club on some pretext such as visiting the Show or a 
machinery exhibition, or to buy something that we needed for the 
property that could have been bought just as well by correspondence. 
I could not fill my time, however, and presently for lack of any 
other occupation I got out my law textbooks and began to read up 
what I had been studying at Oxford before the war, and that I had 
half forgotten. As the quiet months went on at Coombargana I 
gradually became accustomed to my disability and learned what 
I could do and what was dangerous for me, and as I grew safer on 
my feet I think perhaps I grew a little better in my temper. 

It’s rather lonely in the Western District, because to see any of 
your friends you’ve got to get into your car and drive a good long 
way. Few girls came my way, understandably perhaps, and I had 
too little in common with the ones that did to seek their company. 
As time went on I found my thoughts turning more and more to 
England. I had been irritated with England when I came away and 
only anxious to get out of it and back to Coombargana; now that I 
was home it seemed to me that I was something of a misfit in the 
Western District, and that after six years of war in England I was 
more in tune with their austerity than with the ease and the pros- 
perity of my home. England was a place of strain and relative hard- 
ship, but it was a place where real, vital things were happening, 
where people thought about things as I thought. 

If Bill had lived and had come home with Janet Prentice it would 
have been different, for then there would have been three of us, a 
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little island of three people who had shared the same experience, 


__ but now I was alone. As the months went on I became uneasy about 
_ Janet Prentice. I had written to her and I had received no answer, 


but I began to feel that I couldn’t leave it there. So far as I knew she 
was the only girl that Bill had ever been in love with. She had been 
very good for him at a time when he was tired and strained and not 
far from his death, and for that Coombargana owed her a good deal. 
I could not keep from thinking of the grey-eyed, homely, competent 
girl in jersey, bell-bottoms, and duffle coat in the grey-painted fishing 
boat, whom Bill had loved. I felt I should have made a greater effort 
to keep in touch with her; she should have been a friend of the 
family, because she had deserved well of us. I had not told my mother 
or my father anything about her, but now it seemed to me that they 
should know about her. 

I didn’t say anything to them, because the girl might be married 
to someone else and happily settled, but in October 1947 I wrote her 
a letter. It was a chatty sort of letter that began with an apology 
for not getting into touch with her more energetically after Bill’s 
death, and telling her about my crash and disability, and my life 
since then. I asked her to forgive the long gap in our friendship and 
said that we should keep in touch, and I asked what she was doing 
in these post-war years. 

I had a little difficulty in addressing this letter. I knew she lived 
in Crick Road, Oxford, but I didn’t know the number, so for safety 
I put my own address upon the envelope and sent it off by air mail. 
Three months later it came back to me by sea mail in an official 
envelope; pencilled across it were the words, GONE AWAY - 
ADDRESS UNKNOWN. 

I was a bit troubled when that letter came back. I opened it and 
read what I had written three months previously. It seemed to me 
all right, so I added a few words at the bottom and sent it off again, 
addressed to Miss Janet Prentice, C/o Dr Prentice, Wyckham College, 
Oxford. Again I put my own address on the back of the envelope. 

It came back to me again, by sea mail, after about two months. 
A short covering note came with it, from the Bursar of Wyckham. 
He said that I was evidently unaware that Dr Prentice had been 
killed on war service in the year 1944. After the death of her mother 
the year before last Miss Janet Prentice had left Oxford, and he had 
been unable to find out her present address. In the circumstances he 
had no option but to send back my letter. 

All this took a considerable time, and it was March when this 
letter came back to me again. It worried me more than I cared to 
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admit. While I had been sunk in my abyss of self-pity, Bill’s girl had 
had a packet of bad luck. Not only had she lost Bill, but her father 
had been killed on service in the same year. She had told us that he 
was going on the party as an aircraft identifier in a merchant ship; 
had he been killed then? I thought he must have been, but in that 
case she had lost Bill and her father within a month of each other. 
In a very few weeks she had lost both men who were important in 
her life, a shattering blow to any girl, even to so level-headed and 
competent a girl as Janet Prentice. Now came the news that she had 
lost her mother two years later, and that she had gone away, and lost 
touch with her father’s old friends and associates at Oxford. 

I had little sleep for some nights after getting this letter. Bill had 
loved her, and at Coombargana we should have stood behind her in 
her trouble, and we hadn’t, because I had been lazy and self-centred. 
I didn’t know quite what we could have done to help her, but we 
should have tried. We had one thing at any rate that might con- 
ceivably, somehow, have been used to make her troubles easier 
for her, and that was money. She didn’t know it, but if she had 
married Bill she would have married into a fairly wealthy family. 
I knew that my father and mother, if they were to hear of her 
existence and were to hear what she had meant to Bill, would feel 
exactly as I felt; that she was virtually one of us, a daughter of the 
house. 

I wrote a pretty candid letter back to the Bursar of Wyckham, 
for I had nothing to lose by putting my cards on the table. I thanked 
him for returning my letter, and told him that Miss Prentice had been 
engaged to my brother in the Royal Marines, who had been killed 
in 1944, apparently shortly before the death of her father. I told 
him something about myself in explanation why I had lost touch 
with her, and said that we were really most anxious to make contact 
with her. I asked him to make what enquiries he could to find out 
her address. If he preferred to put her into touch with us instead, 
would he give her my address and pass a message to her asking her 
to write to me. 

I got a letter back from him by air mail some weeks later. He said 
that he had delayed answering my letter till he had been able to 
make some enquiries, but he was sorry to say that he had had very 
little luck. The Prentices apparently had no relations living in Oxford. 
Dr Prentice, he thought, was born in London and had become a don 
at Wyckham about thirty years ago. He had a brother who had been 
upon the faculty at Stanford University in the United States, but 
this brother was thought to have died some years ago. Another 
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_ daughter, a sister of Miss Janet Prentice, was thought to be married 
_ and in Singapore but he had been unable to discover her married 
name. He had, however, been in touch with a charwoman called 
Mrs Blundell who had worked two mornings a week for Mrs Prentice 
_ up to the time of her death, in October 1946, and Mrs Blundell said 
that Janet Prentice had then told her that she was going to live with 
an aunt in Settle. Settle was a small town in the West Riding of 
_ Yorkshire, about forty miles north-west of Leeds. He had written to 
_ the postmaster of Settle to enquire if there was any such person 
living in the district, but had received the reply that nothing was 
known about any Miss Janet Prentice in that district. 

It was of course possible, he said, that Miss Prentice had married 
and was living in the district under her new name, but in view of 
the nervous breakdown that she had suffered after the war he 
thought that was unlikely. He was very sorry not to be able to offer 
more assistance. As a colleague and an old friend of the late Dr 
Prentice he was anxious to do everything he could to help his 
daughter, and he hoped I would not hesitate to call upon him if he 
could do anything further in the matter. 

This letter reached me at the beginning of May 1948, and it was 
-very bad news. This girl who had deserved so well of us was in 

_ trouble, for she had had a nervous breakdown after the war. I knew 
enough about university life to know that the daughter of a don 
would probably inherit very little money at the death of her parents, 
and for civil life she probably had little earning power. She had left 
school before qualifying for a job and in the war she had learned 
automatic guns, no great qualification for civil life. Without the 
breakdown she would have got by upon her native wit, and with her 

_ competence she would have made her way in peace time; as things 
were she had apparently become a housekeeper or a companion for 
some aged relative, living no doubt in circumstances that were far 
from affluent in England. I felt very strongly that she was a part of 
Coombargana, that we were responsible for her and should look 
after her. Coombargana could do better for her than that. She was 
Bill’s girl, and in trouble. 

I thought about it for a day or two, restless and unhappy. The 
memory of the clear-eyed, competent Leading Wren at Lymington 
was very vivid in my mind; in love with Bill, she had been a very 
lovely girl that day and I had thought he was a very lucky man. It 
was a terrible idea that she might no longer be like that, that trouble 
and poverty perhaps had aged her, made her different, uncertain of 

_ herself where she had been direct and positive. Not many years had 
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passed, however, though much had been crammed in to them. She 
was only four years older now than she had been when we had met 
and picnicked in the motor boat. With help and money and kindness 
she could regain a great part of her youth. Somehow we must let her 
know that people still cared a great deal about Bill, and so cared for 
the girl he loved and would have married. 

It was difficult, if not impossible, to find her and do anything to 
help her from Coombargana, but difficulties can be broken through. 
There was nothing to keep me in Australia because my father could 
get on perfectly well without me, and if I wanted to go to England 
I could go. In fact, nothing could be easier or more convenient, 
because I was still a Rhodes scholar only half way through his 
course at Oxford, and Oxford was probably the place where I could 
find a thread that would lead me to Janet Prentice. Presumably I 
was still entitled to go back to the House and finish my scholarship 
and take a degree in Law, and in doing so I felt that I would cer- 
tainly be able to find Janet Prentice. 

I didn’t tell my parents anything about her, possibly because I 
was ashamed to tell them of the part that I had played, or had not 
played, in the affair. I was reluctant to tell them anything about her 
till I had located her and found what she was doing; they couldn’t 
do anything to help, and it all seemed so private. When finally I 
found her she might well be married and happily settled in life, and 
in that case there would be no point in interesting the older genera- 
tion in her; probably better not to. It would be time enough to tell 
my parents if I found they could do anything to help her. 

I raised the question of going back to Oxford with my father two 
days after the letter arrived. ‘I’d like to finish off my scholarship 
and take a degree, and perhaps get called to the Bar,’ I said. ‘It’s some- 
thing that I started, Dad, and that I’d rather like to finish. There’s 
not a great deal here for me to do till you get older, is there?’ 

He nodded. “You mean, there’s not enough work for two?’ 

‘That’s right,’ I said. 

‘I hoped when you came home that you'd get married and have a 
place of your own,’ he said. ‘Your mother and I both hoped that. 
But it doesn’t seem to be working out that way.’ 

I smiled. ‘Too bad. I suppose I’m restless.’ I paused. ‘I don’t feel an 
invalid any longer, like I did when I came home. I want to get out 
and do something.’ 

He nodded. ‘That’s reasonable,’ he said. ‘After all, you're still a 
young man. How old are you, Alan? Thirty-two?’ 

Dad was never very good at figures. ‘Thirty-four,’ I said. ‘I’d like 
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_ to get around a bit before settling down for good, and this seems the 
_ right time to do it.’ 
“We shall miss you here,’ he remarked, ‘— your mother and I. But 
_I think you're right to want to travel while you’re young. You 
haven’t seen anything of Europe, really, have you?’ 

‘Only from on top while I was trying to smash it up,’ I said. ‘I had 
two months in France and Italy when I got out of hospital, but I 
really wasn’t fit to notice anything much then.’ 

“You'll start off by finishing your scholarship?’ he asked. 

‘That’s what I’d like to do.’ 

It didn’t prove quite so easy as I had supposed. The scholarship 
was still there waiting for me though it wouldn’t have mattered if it 
hadn’t been. Oxford, however, was still full of post-war under- 
graduates and there was no place for me in college till October 1949. 
I exchanged several letters with the secretary to the trust in Oxford 
and with the Dean of Christ Church to see if I could get digs for the 
coming year within a short distance of college, but the place was 
still so crowded that they could not offer me accommodation nearer 
than North Oxford. For a normal man this might have been no great 
impediment, but I was still unable to walk much more than a mile 
without a good long rest and for me this meant that I should be very 
largely cut off from the life and benefits of the university. 

I chafed at the delay, but there seemed to be nothing for it but to 
wait and go to Oxford when I could get into college. I thought this 
over for a week and then decided that I wouldn’t wait; I was con- 
fident that if I were in Oxford I could find somewhere to live within 
a stone’s throw of the college even if I had to buy a house to live in, 
and Janet Prentice might well be in trouble that would brook no 
delay. My father generously fixed up money for me in England on 
a basis that was virtually unlimited, and I sailed for England in the 
Orontes in August 1948. 

I got to Oxford about three weeks before term began, and put up 
at the Randolph, and immediately began to search for somewhere 
to live. I traded on my disability and my war record shamelessly, 
but at the lower levels I’m afraid the money helped. By the time 
term began I was very comfortably installed in rooms in Merton 
Street conveniently close to college, which may well have been the 
most expensive lodgings ever to be rented by an undergraduate. How- 
ever, there I was; I bought a nearly new car dubiously at an inflated 
price from a young doctor who had got it on a priority licence, and 
started in to look for Janet Prentice. 

I shall pass over the details of my quest quite shortly, because it 
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ended in a complete dead end. I went and had a talk with the Bursar 
of Wyckham, who remembered my letter, of course, and was very 
helpful. He introduced me to the Provost and three other dons who 
had been friends of Dr Prentice, but they knew nothing that would 
help me. Settle seemed the best line of enquiry, and I went up to 
that little town in Yorkshire just before the Oxford term began, and 
stayed there for three days. I went and saw the police, the postmaster, 
the stationmaster, the headmaster of two schools, the vicar, the 
Roman Catholic priest, the Methodist minister, the Town Clerk, and 
a chap in the Food Office who issued ration cards. Nobody that I 
spoke to had ever heard of Janet Prentice, and there seemed to be no 
young married woman in the town who answered the description 
in any way. 

I went back to Oxford disappointed. 

At that time in England everybody had to have a registration card, 

‘which was, theoretically at any rate, a means of tracing anyone at 
any time. As I took up my legal studies once again in Oxford, an 
elderly, battered undergraduate somewhat out of tune with his sur- 
roundings, I started an enquiry into registration cards with the 
Ministry of Labour. This led me to the Admiralty. I discovered then 
that Leading Wren Prentice had been given a compassionate dis- 
charge from the Navy in Septmber 1944, for the purpose of looking 
after her mother, who was recently widowed and in bad health. A 
civilian registration card had been issued to her on her discharge 
from the Navy, and I got the number. 

All this correspondence took time, because a good many letters 
were involved and no British government department seemed to 
answer my letter in less than a fortnight in those days, It was near 
the end of term when I finally got the number of the identity card 
and wrote to the Ministry of Labour to ask where she was. 

They took a month to answer, creating something of a record in 
this correspondence, and then wrote back and gave me the address 
of the old Prentice home in Crick Road, Oxford. 

I had, of course, been there at a very early stage and made en- 
quiries up and down the road, with no result. It was just before 
Christmas when I got this letter. I had stayed in Oxford to await it, 
cancelling a project I had had to go down to the south of France for 
the vacation, because I could not bear to waste time in my quest. 
I went to London directly Christmas was over and stayed at the 
Royal Air Force Club, of which I was an overseas member, and spent 
a morning in the Ministry of Labour. In the end I found an affable 
young man who went to a good deal of trouble in the matter, and 
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_ produced some information that surprised me. 
__ The registration card had been handed in at Harwich on November 
_ the 14th 1946 when Miss Janet Prentice left England for Holland. 
At that time the regulations stated that if a British subject were to 
_ goto live abroad the registration card had to be handed in on leaving 
the country and a new one taken out when he came back and wanted 
ration cards again. No new registration card had been issued to Miss 
Prentice, so presumably she was still abroad. 
By this time the trail was growing very cold, but I could not give 
_ up until I had done everything within my power to find Bill’s girl. 
I went to the steamship company and succeeded in discovering from 
their records that a Miss Prentice had, in fact, crossed as a passenger 
_ from Harwich to Rotterdam on that November day two years before, 
travelling tourist class, but they could provide no clue as to her 
destination. More to fill in time during the vacation than with any 
real hope of success I went to Rotterdam and saw the British vice- 
consul, to try to learn if any British subject of that name were living 
in the district, perhaps with an old lady, perhaps in some town or 
village with a name that resembled Settle. He had no information 
for me, but suggested that the British Embassy at The Hague had 
fuller information covering all Holland, so I went on there. They 
knew of nobody in Holland that corresponded with my description, 
but the Third Secretary discovered a small village or hamlet called 
Settlers about sixty miles north of Pretoria, in the Transvaal, in South 
Africa. It was a desperately long shot, but the Transvaal is closely 
linked with Holland and when I got back to Oxford I addressed a 
letter to the postmaster of Settlers. Too long a shot, because I never 
got an answer. 
So, for the time being, my search for Janet Prentice came to an 
end. Two years previously she had vanished into Europe and had 
left no trace behind her. 


GHAPT ER SEVEN 


A man with my disability has to make new interests and amuse- 
ments, and while I was in England motor racing became mine. It 
began, I think, in 1949 when I joined the London Aeroplane Club 
and took up flying again, more for mental discipline and to show 
myself I wasn’t afraid to, than because I really got much kick out 
of a Tiger Moth. I set myself to do about fifty hours solo flying to 
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rehabilitate my skill; I think I had vaguely in my mind that having 
once flown I should retain the ability in case we ever wanted to use 
aeroplanes on our Australian properties. 

At the flying club I found a number of enthusiastic motor racing 
types, young men of all social classes united in a common love of the 
internal combustion engine, who appeared at the aerodrome on 
stripped-down motor bikes or ancient racing cars. None of them 
had much money, most of them spoke with a slight London accent 
not unlike my own, and all seemed to have cheerful and attractive 
young women perched athletically on their uncomfortable vehicles. 
I found their company congenial and their enthusiasms contagious, 
and I went with them upon a number of excursions to races and 
hill climbs, and once in a chartered Anson to the Tourist Trophy - 
races in the Isle of Man. 

Early in 1950 I got so far involved in this amusement that I bought 
a little racing car myself, a Cooper, which I raced once or twice 
without distinction in the miniature class. I found that, while I 
could still fly an aeroplane all right, I hadn’t really got the nerve for 
motor racing. Perhaps I was too old, but with my dummy feet it 
took a matter of minutes to wriggle in or out of the cramped little 
single-seater cockpit, so that I was continually troubled by the 
thought of fire. After a few races I gave up and handed it over to a 
young friend of mine at the club, John Harwood, content to be the 
backer and pay the bills, and watch him win races on it. It served 
its turn well, did that little car, because John developed into a very 
fine driver and now races for various firms continually, all over 
Europe. 

I took Schools at Oxford in May 1940 and got a second in Law, 
and went into Mr A. N. Seligman’s chambers in Lincoln’s Inn with 
a view to getting called to the Bar. There wasn’t a great deal of sense 
in it, perhaps, because the Bar wasn’t going to be much help to me 
in running Coombargana, but by that time I was interested in law 
and legal processes and there was no need for me to go home just 
yet. I got a flat in Half Moon Street quite handy to my club and 
settled down to live in London for a time, retaining my associations 
with the flying club and with my motor racing friends, of course. 
Petrol was de-rationed shortly after I came down from Oxford, so 
I got a ten-year-old Bentley and began to explore England. 

I had visited the Admiralty soon after my return to England and 
I had got an account of my brother Bill’s death which was rather 
scanty, though all the essential facts were there. The Second Sea 
Lord’s office were helpful in the matter, however, and they sug- 
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gested that I could get a fuller account from Warrant Officer Albert 


_ Finch of the Royal Marines, who had been Bill’s companion on the 
_ night when he was killed. Warrant Officer Finch, however, was 


serving a tour of duty on the China Station and was due home in 


_ November 1950. I wrote to Finch and got rather a laboured letter 


in reply because he evidently wasn’t a very easy writer and had 
difficulty in telling a story on paper, and I arranged with him that 
we would meet when he got home to England. 

In the years when I was at Oxford I met a good many young Eng- 
lish women, particularly in the motor racing crowd. They were 
cheerful, sensible girls mostly, but I didn’t get involved with any of 
them. The best of them had a little of the same quality of forth- 
rightness and community of interests that I had admired so greatly 
in Bill’s girl and that had made me so glad to have her as a prospec- 
tive sister-in-law, the indefinable quality of being easy to live with. 
None of them approached the Leading Wren that Bill had loved, in 
my opinion; the more I saw of these others, the more they reminded 
me of Janet Prentice, the more my mind turned back to all the details 
of that day at Lymington. 

It was to be August 1950 before I got any further in my quest for 
her, however. There was a race meeting on the perimeter track of the 
old Goodwood aerodrome, and I had entered the Cooper for two 
events with John Harwood driving it for the first time; he had put 
in a Jot of work upon the car in his mews’ garage in Paddington and 
had got her in good nick. I sent the Cooper down upon a truck and 
left London at about five in the morning with a carload of my friends 
and two other cars with us, a party of fifteen or sixteen of us all told. 
It was a glorious summer morning and we made quick time down 
to West Sussex, and got the Cooper unloaded and filled up before 
nine o’clock. We pushed John off for a few trial circuits so that he 
could get the feel of her; he took her round easily for two or three 
laps as we had arranged and then trod on it and did a lap at seventy- 
eight, timed by my stop watch, which seemed good going for a car 
of only s00 c.c. He came in to the paddock and said he could do 
better than that, so we pushed her into a corner and went to break- 
fast. 

We had brought a lot of food down in baskets and a Primus stove 
to boil a kettle, and the girls got breakfast for us on the grass beside 
the cars in the warm sun. There was a girl there I hadn’t met before, 
Cynthia Something — I forget her surname. Somehow the talk turned 
to the war, as it so often does; she evidently knew all about me, but 
I knew nothing about her. She looked about twenty-seven and so 
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had probably seen service of some sort, and I asked her casually, 
‘What did you do in the Great War, Mummy ?’ 

‘Mummy yourself,’ she retorted. ‘I was in the Navy.’ 

I had had this once or twice before, but it had never led to any- 
thing. ‘In the Wrens?’ 

She nodded, her mouth full of cold sausage. 

‘What category were you in?’ I asked. 

‘Boat’s crew,’ she said. ‘First of all at Brightlingsea and then Ports- 
mouth — in Hornet.’ 

‘When were you at Portsmouth?’ 

‘1944 and 1945,’ she said. She took a drink of tea to wash the 
sausage down. ‘I was demobbed from H.M.S. Hornet.’ 

I lit a cigarette, for I had finished eating and it was warm and 
pleasant sitting on the grass in the sun, listening to the engines rev- 
ving up. ‘Did you ever meet a Leading Wren Prentice?’ I enquired. 
‘Janet Prentice. She was an ordnance artificer, I think, at H.M.S. 
Mastodon in the Beaulieu River.’ 

She checked with her cup poised in mid air. “You mean, the one 
who shot down the German aeroplane?’ 

I stared at her. ‘I never heard that.’ 

‘There was a Leading Wren Prentice who shot down a German 
bomber with an Oerlikon,’ she said. ‘At Beaulieu, just before the 
invasion.’ 

_ ‘It’s possible,’ J said. ‘I never heard that about her, but it could be. 
She was engaged to my brother, but he was killed about that time. 
I’ve been trying to get in touch with her, but she seems to have dis- 
appeared.’ 

‘It must be the same,’ she said. ‘There couldn’t have been two Lead- 
ing Wrens called Prentice at Beaulieu, at that time.’ 

‘Did you know her?’ I enquired. 

She shook her head. ‘I never met her. There was a lot of chat about 
it in the Service—naturally. It never got into the newspapers, of 
course. Security.’ 

I nodded. ‘I wish to God I could find somebody that knew her and 
kept in touch with her,’ I said. ‘I believe she’s out of England, but she 
must have some friends here. I’ve been trying for two years to find 
out where she is.’ 

She chewed thoughtfully for a minute. ‘She was engaged to your 
brother?’ 

‘That’s right. I met her once, at Lymington, early in 1944, just 
before Bill got killed.’ I paused, and then I said, ‘She was a fine 
girl.’ 
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_ ‘Viola Dawson would be the best person,’ she said thoughtfully. 
‘Viola must have known her.’ 

“Who's Viola Dawson?’ 

‘She was another Leading Wren,’ she said. ‘She was in boats with 
me at Brightlingsea, and then she went to Beaulieu. Viola must have 
known this Prentice girl.’ 

“Can I get in touch with Viola Dawson?’ 

‘I know Viola,’ she said. ‘She’s got a flat in Earls Court Square. She’s 
in the telephone book. If you like, I’ll give her a ring tonight and tell 
her about you, and say you'll be calling her.’ 

‘I wish you would,’ I said. ‘It’s the first time I’ve been able to find 
anybody who might know something about Janet Prentice.’ 

‘Tll do that,’ she said. ‘I'll tell her who you are.’ 

“What would be a good time to ring her?’ I enquired. ‘Does she 
work?’ 

‘She works in a film studio,’ she said. ‘At Pinewood or some place 
like that. She does continuity, whatever that may mean. I should 
think you’d get her any evening at about seven o’clock — unless she’s 
out, of course.’ 

I thanked her, and at seven o’clock next evening I rang up Viola 
Dawson. ‘Miss Dawson,’ I said. ‘You won’t know me-my name’s 
Alan Duncan. I met a girl ~ 

‘I know,’ she broke in. ‘Cynthia rang me. I’ve been expecting to 
hear from you, Mr Duncan.’ 

‘Good,’ I said. ‘What I really wanted to find out from you is if you 
know anything about Janet Prentice.’ 

‘I knew her quite well in the war,’ she said. 

‘You haven’t seen her recently?’ 

‘I haven't,’ she replied. ‘I’m not sure even where she’s living now.’ 

‘I don’t think she’s in England,’ I said. ‘I’ve been trying to find 
someone who could put me in touch with her.’ I paused, and then | 
said, ‘She was engaged to my brother, before he got killed.’ 

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I remember that happening.’ 

“You do?’ 

‘Oh yes. Janet and I were together at Beaulieu. We were great 
friends in those days, but I’m afraid I’ve lost touch with her now.’ 

‘Look, Miss Dawson,’ I said, ‘there’s a lot I’d like to ask you about 
Janet. I never knew much about her, and I’m very anxious to get 
into touch with her if I can. Could we have a meal together, do you 
think?’ 

‘T’d like to,’ she said. 

‘What about tonight? Have you eaten yet?’ 
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She seemed to hesitate. ‘No — not yet. Yes, I could come tonight, a 
bit later on.’ 

‘Suppose I call for you in about half an hour?’ 

‘Give me a little longer — I’ve got some work I want to finish. 
Come about eight o’clock and we'll go out somewhere. Somewhere 
simple; I shan’t have time to change.’ 

‘All right. I'll be with you about eight o’clock.’ 

‘Top flat,’ she said. ‘Right up at the very top, in the attic.’ 

I went round in a taxi an hour later, and climbed the stairs of the 
old four-storey terraced house converted into little flats, up to the 
very top. It was such a place as any working girl in a good job might 
live in, decent but not affluent. I rang the bell, and she opened the 
door to me. 

If her face hadn’t been quite so lean, her jaw quite so definite, she 
would have been a very beautiful woman. She hadvery fair hair and 
a beautiful complexion, slightly tanned or sunburnt. That she had 
been a boat’s crew Wren was in the part; I realized directly I saw her, 
with the knowledge of her Service that I had, that she would look 
exactly right at the wheel of a motor boat. Perhaps her dress may 
have put that into my mind, for she wasn’t ready for me yet. She was 
wearing a dark-blue linen overall coat, and she had an artist’s brush 
in her hand. 

‘Come in, Mr Duncan,’ she said. ‘I’m going to ask you to sit down 
and wait a few minutes while I finish off, before the light goes.’ 

The door opened directly into her sitting-room, which was half 
studio; apparently her interests were artistic. Various canvases were 
propped up on chairs or bookcases or stacked against the wall, and 
sketches and sketchbooks littered her table. She was working at an 
oil painting upon an easel, and she went back to this without more 
ado, picked up her palette, and began work again. ‘Find somewhere 
to sit down for just a minute,’ she said. ‘That’s sherry in the bottle 
on the tray — help yourself. I ought to have got this place all tiddley 
before you arrived, but it’s such a pity to waste the light.’ 

‘Don’t bother about me,’ I said. ‘I'll sit and watch. Cynthia didn’t 
tell me that you were an artist. She said something about working 
in the movies.’ 

‘That’s what I do,’ she said. ‘Continuity and set design. I do this 
as a spare-time job, for fun. Give yourself a glass of sherry and give 
me one. I won’t be very long.’ 

I did as she told me, and took her glass to her before the easel, and 
saw the picture she was painting for the first time. The easel stood 
beneath a skylight in the roof which gave it a north light, probably 
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_ why she lived in that flat. The canvas was a fairly large one, perhaps 

_ twenty-four by twenty. It showed a brightly camouflaged motor 

_ torpedo boat ploughing through a rough sea at reduced speed, under 

_a lowering sky with a break at the horizon giving a gleaming, hori- 
zontal light. The curved bow of the vessel was lifted dripping from 
the water in a trough showing a fair length of her keel; there was 


_ vigour in the painting and life in the pitch and heel of the boat, and 


_in the gleaming, silvery light. 

I gave her the sherry and stood back behind her, looking at the 
picture. “That’s good, isn’t it?’ I asked. ‘I mean, that’s what it must 
look like.’ 

‘I hope so,’ she said equably. She stood back for a moment, then 

_ bent forward and added a deft, sweeping stroke to one of the grey- 
green waves of the foreground, giving it form and texture. ‘You don’t 
know much about painting, do you?’ 

‘Not a thing,’ I said. 

“Then there’s a pair of us,’ she remarked. ‘I’ve never had a lesson 
and I’ll never be any good, but I like doing it.’ 

I stared at the painting. ‘Never had a lesson?’ 

‘Not in painting,’ she said. There was a pause while she changed 
brushes, dabbed on the palette, and added a stroke or two. ‘At school, 
of course — drawing. And then night classes after the war to learn 
to do a monochrome wash drawing, for the sets, you know, for the 
stage carpenters to work to. I’m not sure that lessons in colour would 
be much good, anyway.’ 

‘T like that,’ I said. ‘I like it very much.’ 

There was another pause while she worked. ‘Journeyman stuff,’ 
she said at last. ‘I’ll hang it on the wall and look at it till I’ve out- 
grown it. Then I’ll sell it, and some stockbroker who was R.N.V.R. 
in the war ’Il give me twenty quid for it and love it for the rest of his 
life.’ 

I glanced around the room, taking in the other pictures. Most of 


__them seemed to have to do with naval matters, studies of ships and 


landing craft, and one or two portraits of naval officers. One recent 
painting showed white-painted yachts moored in a harbour; this was 
principally a study of water reflections. 

‘Are most of your things naval?’ ] asked. 

‘Most of them,’ she said. ‘I’m beginning to get it out of my system 
now.’ She worked on in silence for a time, and then she said, ‘It 
seemed so much the normal way of life after the war that one didn’t 
do anything about it. And then one day I woke up — we all woke up — 

-and had to realize that it had all been quite unusual; it would never 
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come again. Not for us, not in our lifetime. We should be too old, or — 
married — out of it. And then I felt I had to work and work and put ~ 
it all down on canvas, everything I’d seen, before I forgot what it 
was like.’ She worked on in silence, and then she said, ‘It’s very hard — 
to realize that it will never come again. To realize we've had it.’ 

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I think we all feel that.’ 

She laid the palette down and wiped the brush upon a bit of news- 
paper. ‘You were in the R.A.F., Cynthia said.’ 

‘That’s right,’ I replied. 

‘remember Janet telling me about you,’ she said. ‘Didn’t she pinch 
one of the boats and take you out in it, one Sunday ?’ 

‘That’s right,’ I said again. ‘I went out with her and Bill, to a place 
called Keyhaven.’ 

She scraped the palette with a palette knife and wiped it with a 
cloth. ‘She said you were the hell of a chap,’ Violaremarked. ‘Fighter 
Command, three rings, and a chest full of ribbons.’ 

‘That was then,’ I said quietly. ‘Now. I’m a fat cripple walking with 
~ two sticks, living on wool and only interested in Law.’ . 

She went on tidying up her things, for the light was failing and her 
work was over for the evening. ‘It comes to all of us,’ she said. “You 
think a thing’s going on for ever when you're young, and then you 
wake up and you find it doesn’t, and you’ve got to find something 
fresh to do. New interests.’ 

She finished putting her things away, gave me another sherry, 
stood for a minute looking at her painting, and then went through 
to another room to wash and get ready to come out to supper. I sat 
down off my feet and rested, pleasantly lulled by her sherry, study- 
ing her pictures. She had made a better job of adapting herself to 
Peace than I had. 

She came out presently, pulling on a raincoat over her blouse and 
skirt. ‘There’s a little restaurant just round the corner that I go to,’ 
she said. ‘In the Earls Court Road. Will that be all right for you?’ 

‘Anywhere you say,’ I replied. 

She turned to a cupboard, opened it, and stooped down on the 
floor rummaging among the contents. ‘There’s something here I’d 
like to show you,’ she said. She pulled out a big, floppy sketch book, 
discarded it upon the floor beside her, pulled out another and 
another, and finally stood with one in her hand. ‘I think it’s in here.’ 

She flipped the pages through and turned the book back, and laid it 
on the table before me. It was a vigorous drawing of a Wren firing 
an Oerlikon at an aeroplane flying very low towards her. The draw- 
ing was in sepia crayon. The Wren was a broad-shouldered, dark- 
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_ haired girl, hatless, leaning back upon the strap that held her in the 

_ Shoulder rings, tense, unsmiling, intent upon the sights. I had only 
met her once six years before but she was unmistakable to me. 

‘Janet Prentice,’ I said. 

She nodded. ‘I did that the same evening, in the Wrennery. I was 
in the boat alongside when the thing came over.’ She paused. ‘I think 

_ that’s pretty well what it looked like.’ 

‘Cynthia told me she had shot a Junkers down,’ I said. ‘I never 
heard the details. I think that must have been after I met her.’ 

‘Probably it was,’ she said. ‘I think it was after your brother got 
killed — no —I’m not sure about that. I can tell you what happened, 
though.’ She paused, and then closed the book. ‘Let’s go out now 
and have supper.’ 

She took me to her restaurant and I ordered dinner. They had no 
very good wine because it was a cheap little place, but they produced 
a bottle of claret, very ordinaire and probably Algerian, the sort of 
Wine we would pay seven and six a gallon for at home. The wine 
helped, no doubt, and I found Viola Dawson easy to talk to, so that 
when we were sitting smoking with a cup of coffee I had no difficulty 
in speaking to her frankly about Janet Prentice. 

‘I want you to understand where I stand in this matter,’ I told her. 
‘I only met her once, that day when she took Bill and me to Key- 
haven in the boat. I don’t think they were engaged, but they were 
pretty near it.’ 

She nodded. ‘They were never engaged,’ she said. ‘She wanted to 
be. They were waiting until after the balloon went up.’ 

‘I know,’ I said. ‘Bill told me that. He was my only brother, you 
know. We were very close.’ 

‘He thought a lot of you,’ she said. ‘Janet was afraid of meeting 
you that day because Bill had told her about you. Three rings, D.F.C. 
and bar, Fighter Command and all the rest of it. She wasn’t a bit 
happy when she went off with the boat that morning. She was afraid 
she wouldn’t make the grade with you.’ 

I stared at her. ‘I’d never have thought that . . .’ I paused, and 


then I said, ‘She made the grade all right. I told Bill afterwards. You 


see, my father and mother came into it. They’d have wanted to know 


about her if Bill had got married in England. I thought she was a fine 


| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 


girl, and she’d have made Bill a good wife. I told him that I'd write 


and tell them so at home.’ 


‘She was quite happy when she came back to the Wrennery that 
night,’ Viola said. ‘She wasn’t worried after that. The only thing is, I 


think she was a bit puzzled.’ 
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‘What about?’ . 

She smiled. ‘About what she was marrying into, if she married — 
Bill. She thought he was a sheep farmer’s son. She'd got herself 
accustomed to the idea that she might be marrying — well, a little 
beneath the way she’d been brought up. She didn’t worry about that 
because she was in love with your brother, but she knew she’d have — 
to make adjustments, that she might find her new relations a bit raw.’ 
She paused. ‘Your brother was a sergeant, of course. Then you came 
along and it turned out you were a Rhodes scholar, which rocked 
her a bit, and then it seems you told her that both you and Bill had 
been at some school in Australia —1 forget the name. She found out 
afterwards that it was a sort of Eton in Australia, and rather ex- 
pensive. Then she didn’t know what to think.’ 

‘Bill was telling her the truth,’ I said. ‘We are sheep farmers. But 
there are little ones and big ones in Australia.’ 4 

“You’ve one of the big ones?’ 

‘Yes.’ ] paused for a minute to collect my thoughts. ‘She was very 
good for Bill,’ I said. ‘I thought that day that he was feeling the strain 
a bit — the work he had to do.’ She nodded. ‘She was just the right 
person for him, as I saw it. I was grateful to her then,’ I said. ‘I’m 
grateful to her now.’ 

‘They should have given him a rest,’ she remarked. “The trouble 
was, of course, there were so few of them that had the skill to do 
the job, and so much to be done before “‘Overlord’’.’ 

‘I know,’ I said. ‘They were expendable. The thing that matters 
now is this. She made Bill very happy in his last weeks. I should have — 
kept in touch with her, and I didn’t. She should have been a friend 
of the family for the remainder of her life, but it’s not worked out 
that way. I tried to get in touch with her three years ago and I’ve 
been trying ever since. All I’ve succeeded in discovering has been 
bad news. Things haven’t been too good for her. That’s what’s 
worrying me now.’ 

I went on to tell her why I hadn’t kept in touch with Janet Prentice, 
about the show at Evere aerodrome, about my time in hospital, about 
my self-centred preoccupation with my own affairs before I went 
back to Australia. ‘Not so good,’ I said quietly at the end. ‘But that’s 
what happened.’ 

‘I lost touch with her, too,’ said Viola. ‘I’m just as bad, I suppose, 
because she needed her friends after the war. But — one can’t keep up 
with everyone.’ She glanced at me. “You know that she was trying 
to get back into the Wrens?’ 

‘No,’ I said. ‘I never heard that about her.’ 
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She thought for a minute. ‘I went and saw her just after the in- 
_vasion, at Oxford,’ she said. ‘I was on leave. She wasn’t up to much 
then — sort of weepy and very, very nervous. It was just before she 
got her discharge from the Wrens and she knew that it was coming. 
She took it as if it was a sort of disgrace, I think. The Junkers she’d 
shot down was worrying her, too.’ 

‘I don’t know anything about that Junkers,’ I said. ‘What was it 
that she did?’ 

She told me as much as she knew. I called the waiter and ordered 
a fresh pot of coffee, and lit another cigarette for her. At last I was 
learning something real about Janet Prentice. 

‘It was all a bit depressing,’ Viola said at last. ‘She’d been such a 
fine person a few months before, and now she was all to pieces.’ 

I said nothing. 

‘I saw her again in the summer or autumn of 1946,’ Viola said. ‘I 
can’t remember what month. I saw her mother’s death in the Tele- 
graph, and I was driving to Wales or somewhere so | wrote to her 
and fixed up to have lunch with her in Oxford on my way through.’ 
She paused. ‘It was just after the funeral and she was packing up the 
house and selling everything. Her one idea was to get back into the 
Wrens.’ 

“Why was she so keen on that?’ I asked. 

She shrugged her shoulders. “Why do any of us look back on our 
war service with such pleasure, in spite of everything?’ she de- 
manded. ‘Answer me that. You'd be glad to be back in the R.A.F. in 
another war, and you know it. If it happened again, I’d be back in 
the Wrens like a shot.’ 

‘Did she get back into the Wrens?’ | asked. 

She shook her head. ‘They wouldn’t have her.’ 

‘Why not? She must have had a very good war record.’ 

‘I know.’ There was a pause, and then she said, “‘They’re very, very 
careful who they take in. Even in peace time there are many more 
girls trying to get into the Wrens than they want. They can afford to 

be choosey.’ 

‘I see,’ I said. 

‘Il know a girl who stayed on in the Wrens,’ she told me. ‘She’s a 
Second Officer, in the Admiralty. She tells me that they won’t have 
anyone back, however good, if there’s the slightest hint of any 
nervous trouble on the record. She says they get a lot of cases like 
that, and they turn them all down, just on principle. They want girls 
with untroubled minds, who sleep soundly at night.’ 

We sat in silence for a minute. ‘When you saw her in 1946,’ I 
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asked presently, * was she really bad? I mean, I’d like to know.’ 

‘She wasn’t raving, if that’s what you mean,’ Viola said, a little 
sharply. 

‘I want to try to understand,’ J told her. 

‘I know,’ she replied, more gently. ‘She was very lonely, for one 
thing, I think. She was missing her mother, of course, and she didn’t 
seem to have any relations left in England to speak of. She didn’t seem 
to have made many friends, either.’ 

‘She didn’t make friends easily 2’ 

Viola shook her head. ‘She did in the Service, but that’s different. 
When you're sleeping thirty in a hut you just can’t help making 
_ friends. But in civil life, living at home and looking after her mother — 
I don’t think she would have done. She was rather shy, you know.’ 

‘I’d never have thought that of her,’ I remarked. 

‘You only saw her in the Navy,’ Viola said..‘It’s so totally dif- 
ferent, living with men and working alongside them. You can’t do a 
job in the Navy and be shy. But it can come back afterwards.’ 

‘Was she still nervous?’ 

She shook her head. ‘Not in the way she was when I saw her before, 
the time I saw her just after the invasion. She’d got herself under 
control. I don’t think anything was very real to her that had _hap- 
pened since she left the Wrens, though.’ 

‘Was she still worrying about the Junkers?’ 

Viola nodded. ‘It was still very much upon her mind — that, and 
your brother’s death. But what really did worry me was the way she 
talked about the dog.’ 

‘What dog was that?’ I asked. 

‘Your brother’s dog,’ she said. ‘He had a dog that he called Dev. 
I thought you'd have known.’ 

‘I know he had a dog,’ I said. ‘A sort of Irish terrier. They had him 
with them in the boat that day. What about him ?’ 

‘Bert Finch brought him over to her after your brother’s death,’ 
she said. J sat in silence while she told me about Dev. 

Ten minutes later I said, ‘It was that that really finished her? 
When the dog got killed?’ 

She nodded. “You see, it wasn’t just a dog that she’d got fond of, 
It was your brother’s dog. She told me in the Wrennery that evening 
that she’d let your brother down by not taking more care of his dog. 
Of course, I didn’t pay much attention to that at the time, because 
she was in a sort of a breakdown and going off on leave next day. 
But after her mother’s death, more than two years later, she told me 
the same thing. I tried to tell her it was my fault as much as hers, 
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that I shouldn’t have let him out of the boat on to the hard. But it 
didn’t register with her. She seemed to have got a sort of horror 
ods disgust with herself that she hadn’t looked after Bill’s dog 
better.’ 

‘She never had another dog, after the war?’ 

Viola shook her head. ‘Oh no —I shouldn’t think so.’ There was a 
pause, and then she said, ‘Something broke in her when that dog got 
killed that took a lot of breaking, and would have taken a lot of 
building up. And it never got built up . . ”’ 

She looked at her watch presently, and it was half past ten. ‘I must 
go,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to work tomorrow.’ 

I paid the bill and we left the restaurant. We walked slowly to- 
gether the short distance to her flat, and paused for a minute on the 
pavement outside before I left her. ‘There are one or two other people 
who might possibly know where she is,’ she said. ‘There’s a girl called 
May Spikins, the other O.A. Wren who worked with her. I think I 
might be able to get you her address. You ought to see Bert Finch, 
too.’ 

‘T’ve been in touch with him,’ I said. ‘He’s in China, or on his 
way home now. I'll be seeing him before Christmas — about Bill.’ 

She nodded. ‘Of course. I think you might find he knows something 
about Janet Prentice. Anyway, I'll find out about May Spikins for 
you.’ 

I saw a good deal of Viola Dawson after that. She rang me up a 
few days later to give me information about May Spikins, who was 

_ May Cunningham by that time, and when I suggested that we might 
have lunch together she seemed pleased. She was almost as anxious 
as I was to find Janet Prentice, for having been close friends in the 
war Viola was genuinely worried to find that they had drifted so 
far apart that she had lost all touch with her. On my part, I soon 
found that Viola knew a great deal about Janet Prentice that had 
not come out at our first meeting — not important things, for she had 
told me all of those, but little touches, little incidents that happened 

in their Service life together that helped me to build up a picture of 
the Leading Wren that Bill had loved. 

I went to see May Spikins in her new house in the new town at 
Harlow, and she put me on to Petty Officer Waters in his tobac- 
conist’s shop in the Fratton Road at Portsmouth. Then, about 
Christmas time, Warrant Officer Finch came home and I went down 
in January after he came back from leave and saw him in his mess in 
Eastney Barracks. From him I got the account of Bill’s death, and 

-in the Long Vacation of 1951 I went to France and spent some time 
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endeavouring to find out where Bill had been buried. As I have said, I 
failed, but it wasn’t very important to know that in any case. — 

At each step in this matter Viola and I used to meet to talk things 
over, often at a restaurant in Jermyn Street. Presently she began 
coming with me to motor race meetings, and twice I visited her film 
studio and spent an afternoon upon the set with her, and had lunch 
with her in the commissary. She was a very easy person for a man 
like me to go about with, for we had the Service background as a 
link. I found presently that I was telling her about my life in the 
R.A.F., almost unconsciously, a thing that I had never been able to 
talk about to anybody, and I woke up one day to realize uneasily 
that we were getting very close, that she knew more about me, prob- 
ably, than anybody else in the world. It was a year after we had met 
for the first time that I woke up to that, and the realization troubled 
me. I liked Viola, and I didn’t want to hurt her. « 

It all came to a head next winter, either just before or just after 
Christmas. She had been to Switzerland ski-ing for a fortnight and 
had come back with a lot of action photographs, and from these she 
had been working up a painting of a chap on a snow slope doing a 
fast turn. It was part of her artistic development that she was 
getting away from naval subjects now; at long last, perhaps, the 
preoccupation with her Service life was beginning to fade. She had 
asked me to come round to her flat to have a look at this picture, and 
I went with slight reluctance. At some stage I would have to hurt 
her, and I didn’t want to do it. 

I went one afternoon at a week-end, intending to take her out to 
a movie and dinner. The painting she was working on was a good, 
vigorous action picture; if anything, I think she was a better 
draughtsman than painter and her action drawings were unusually 
good for a woman. We talked about the picture for a few minutes, 
and then she went through to her kitchenette to make tea, and I 
dropped down upon the sofa. 

She had been rummaging in the cupboard where she kept her old 
sketch books, and the big, floppy things were all out upon the floor. 
I turned them over till I found the one that I thought contained the 
sketch of Janet Prentice firing the Oerlikon, and turned the pages. It 
was full of pencil sketches of naval craft and naval scenes, with a 
number of rough portrait sketches, a sort of commonplace book 
that she had kept with her throughout her service in the Wrens. 
Presently, turning the pages, I came upon a pencil sketch of Janet 
Prentice. 

It was a head and shoulders portrait, exactly as I had seen her in 
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the boat at Lymington, as I remembered her. She wore a round Wren 
cap and a duffle coat, the hood thrown back upon her shoulders. I 
sat there looking at the square, homely face that I remembered so 
well, thinking of that day. Viola came in as I sat motionless with 
the book upon my knee. She asked, ‘What have you got there?’ and 
looked over my shoulder. 

‘Portrait of Janet Prentice,’ I said. ‘Can I have it?’ 

‘What do you want it for?’ she asked. There was a sharpness in 
her tone, so that I knew there was trouble coming. It had to come 
some time, of course. 

‘It’s very like her,’ I said quietly. I wanted a picture of her very 
badly. ‘I’d like to have it, if you can spare it.’ 

She did not answer that at once. She crossed to the table and 
put down the teapot and the plate of cakes that she was carry- 
ing, and stood silent for a minute, looking into the far corner of 
the room. Then she said, ‘You think you’re in love with her, don’t 
you?’ 

‘I don’t think anything of the sort,’ I replied. ‘She was Bill’s girl. 
If he’d come through she’d have been my sister-in-law. We ought to 
have a picture of her.’ 

‘It’s absolutely crazy,’ she said dully. “You only met her once for 
a few hours nearly eight years ago.’ 

‘It would be absolutely crazy if I was,’ I retorted. “You're imagin- 
ing things.’ I paused, and then I added weakly, ‘I’m just trying to find 
her.’ 

She turned to me, suddenly furious. ‘And when you’ve found her, 
what then? Do you think she’l] still be the same person as she was in 
1944? For God’s sake be your age, Alan, and stop behaving like a 
teenager.’ 

She was quite right, of course, but I wasn’t going to stay and have 
her talk to me like that. I got to my feet. ‘About time I beat it, after 
that,’ I said. I put on my raincoat and picked up my sticks. ‘I’m 
sorry, Viola, if I’ve done anything to hurt you. I didn’t mean to.’ 
And I made for the door. 

She stood watching me go, and I half expected the embarrassment 
that she would call me back and ask me to stay, and so prolong the 
inevitable. But she didn’t do it, and I closed the door behind me and 
made my way slowly down her stairs for the last time. It’s no good 
looking backwards; one has to go on. It’s no good trying to be happy 
with the second best. She had said that I was absolutely crazy, but I 
had known that myself for some considerable time. 

Two days after that I got a note from Viola; it enclosed the little 
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pencil sketch of Janet Prentice, cut from her sketch book. It said 
simply: 


My dear Alan, | 
Here’s your sketch, as a peace offering. I’ve fixed it, but you’d 
better frame it under glass. 
I think you’re mad as a March hare, and I don’t want to see you 
any more, so please don’t ring up or write and thank for this. 
Good luck, 
Viola. 


London wasn’t much fun after that. I had grown to depend on 
Viola more than I quite realized for company, and when it all came 
to an end I didn’t know what to do with myself. I had my work in 
chambers, of course, and I had the club and motor racing still, but 
as 1952 progressed I began to take less interest in these things, and to 
feel that a time was approaching when I should have had England. 
Reports from home weren’t too good, either; both my father and 
my mother were beginning to fail in health and to find the work of 
the station a burden, and a wistfulness was starting to creep into 
their letters when they mentioned my plans. I saw Helen from time 
to time and she was obviously fixed in London with her Laurence, 
and I began to feel that I should be at home. My search for Janet 
Prentice seemed to have petered out, and it was only a chance now 
if I ever heard of her again. In the uncertain climate of the English 
spring and summer I began to think with longing of the warm settled 
weather of the Western District in summer, and the drenching sun- 
shine of our property at Tennant Creek, 

I had another year of keeping terms and eating dinners to do 
before I could be called to the Bar, and there was no urgency for me 
to go home till that had been achieved, but I began to make my 
plans to go home in the autumn of 1953. I didn’t really want to stay 
in England for another year, and it may well have been the really 
big mistake of my life that I did so. But having set myself to one 
of the learned professions it seemed silly to abandon it when it lay 
within my grasp, and though I was growing tired of London there 
was nothing imperative to take me home. I went to Spain for a month 
in the summer and to Greece, Rhodes, and Cyprus for a couple of 
months in the winter, garnering all the experience that an Australian 
likes to take back with him to the Antipodes when he knows it may 
be many years before he comes to Europe again, if ever. 

I achieved my ambition and was called formally to the Bar in 
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September 1943. I had booked a passage home by sea to leave Eng- 
land at the beginning of October, and in the last month I was wind- 
ing up my affairs in England and saying good-bye to all my friends, 
I was troubled about Viola Dawson, the best friend I had made in 
London, and uncertain if I ought to see her to say good-bye to her or 
whether that would only upset her and so be an unkindness. But she 
ne the matter, because ten days before I sailed she wrote to me. 
She said: 


Dear Alan, 

I hear I’ve got to congratulate you on being called. I’m so glad. 
And Cynthia tells me that you’re sailing on the sth. I want to see you 
before you go, and it’s about Janet Prentice so you'll probably come. 

I shall be dining at Bruno’s, the little restaurant I took you to the 
first night we met, next Thursday at eight. Will you come and dine 
with me there? Don’t come to the flat. 

Yours, 
Viola. 


I was waiting for her in the little restaurant when she came, at a 
table by the wall. She was paler than usual, I thought, not looking 
very well. She seemed pleased to see me, and I ordered sherry while 
we discussed what we would eat. I asked her what she had been 
doing, and she said, working. 

‘No holiday?’ I asked, for it was autumn and the weather was 
still warm. 

She shook her head. ‘There seems to have been such a lot to do.’ 

The waiter took our order and went away, and then she turned to 
me. ‘I’ve got news for you,’ she said. ‘Janet Prentice.’ 

‘What about her?’ I asked. 

‘She’s living in Seattle, or she was about a year ago.’ 

‘Seattle —in America?’ 

She nodded. ‘On the west coast somewhere, isn’t it?’ She smiled 
faintly. ‘It was Seattle she was going to, when she left Oxford, not 
Settle. The charwoman got it wrong.’ 

‘What on earth’s she doing there?’ 

‘Didn’t you say that she was going to live with an aunt in Settle?’ 

‘That’s what the charwoman said.’ 

‘She had an uncle who was on the faculty of Stanford University 
in the United States,’ she reminded me. ‘Is that in Seattle?’ 

‘I think it’s on the west coast somewhere,’ I said slowly. ‘I always 

‘thought it was near San Francisco.’ 
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‘Anyway, she’s living in Seattle now,’ said Viola. ‘I’ve got her — 
address for you.’ She picked up her bag and opened it, and took out a 
folded slip of paper, and passed it to me across the table. ‘That’s what 
you've been looking for,’ she said quietly. 

I opened it and it read: Miss J. E. Prentice, 8312 37th Ave, N.W.., 
Seattle, Washington, U.S.A. I stared at it for a minute, and then » 
asked, ‘How did you get hold of this, Viola?’ 

‘Dorothy Fisher got it for me,’ she said a little wearily. ‘The girl I 
told you about, who stayed on in the Wrens. Second Officer, in the 
Admiralty. Janet’s been writing in every few months, ever since the 
Korean war started.’ 

‘Trying to get back into the Wrens?’ 

She nodded. ‘She wrote in when the Korean war broke out and 
there was nothing doing, and she wrote in again about six months 
later. Then about eighteen months ago she put in an application to 
rejoin the Wrens through the Naval Attaché in Washington, and 
that went to the Admiralty, of course. They were getting a bit fed up 
with her by that time, so they wrote her rather a sharp letter, saying 
that her application was on the file and would be considered if and 
when the expansion of the Service justified the re-engagement of ex- 
naval ratings in her category. They haven’t heard from her again.’ 

‘That was eighteen months ago?’ I asked. 

‘About that. I think their letter to her was dated some time in 
April.’ . 

The waiter came with soup, and I sat silent, thinking rapidly. I 
could scrap the passage I had booked by sea back to Australia and 
fly home through the States, but I should have to wangle a few 
dollars. A little thing like that wasn’t going to stop me. Buy a set of 
diamond cuff-links and sell them in the States, perhaps . . . 

The waiter went away, and Viola said, ‘I suppose you'll write to 
her.’ 

‘ll do that,’ I said slowly, ‘but there won’t be time to get an 
answer before I go. I’m booked to leave in a few days. I think I’ll 
cancel the sea passage and go back through the States. I’ll be in 
Seattle in a few days’ time, pretty well as soon as any letter.’ 

‘I thought you'd probably do that,’ she said. ‘Mad as a March hare.’ 

I didn’t know what I could say to that without hurting her more, 
and so we sat in silence for a time. The waiter came with the next 
course and woke me up from the consideration of the detail of my 
change in plans, of air line bookings, visas, vaccination certificates, 
travellers’ cheques, and all the other impediments to air travel. I 
became aware that I owed Viola a lot. It must have cost her a great 
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deal to give me what she had. 

‘I’m very grateful to you for all this, Viola,’ I said clumsily. ‘I don’t 
think I'd ever have got in touch with her without your help.’ 

“We were good friends in the war,’ she muttered, looking down at 
her plate. ‘She’s had a bad spin since and, I’d like her to be happy.’ 

Instinctively I sheered away from the difficult subject. ‘Do you 

_ think she'd be happy if she got back into the Wrens?’ 

She raised her head and stared across the room. ‘She might. It’s 
difficult to say. She only knew the Wrens in war time, and it’s very 
different now.’ 

“What she wants is a third World War,’ I said, half laughing. 

‘Of course.’ She sat silent for a moment, and then she said, ‘Until 
we're dead, we Service people, the world will always be in danger 
of another war. We had too good a time in the last one. We'll none 
of us come out into the open and admit it. It might be better for us 
if we did. What we do is to put our votes in favour of re-armament 
and getting tough with Russia, and hope for the best.’ 

I stared at her. ‘Is that what you really think?’ 

She nodded. ‘You know it as well as I do, if you’re honest with 
yourself. For our generation, the war years were the best time of our 
lives, not because they were war years but because we were young. 
The best years of our lives happened to be war years. Everyone looks 
back at the time when they were in their early twenties with 
nostalgia, but when we look back we only see the war. We had a fine 
time then, and so we think that if a third war came we'd have those 
happy, carefree years all over again. I don’t suppose we would - 
some of us might.’ 

‘We're getting older every year,’ I said. ‘Perhaps more sensible.’ 

She nodded. ‘That’s one good thing. Most of us are gradually 
accumulating other interests— homes, and children, and work we 
wouldn’t want to leave. It’s only a few people now like — well, like 
Janet, who’ve had a bad spin since the war, who are so desperately 
anxious now to see another war come — for themselves.’ She sat in 
thought for a moment. ‘But for our children — I don’t know. If I had 
kids, I’d want them to have all I had when I was young.’ 

‘If you had daughters, you’d want them to be boat’s crew Wrens?’ 
I asked. 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, I’d want them to have that. I’d want them to 
have all I had when I was young.’ She turned to me. ‘Your father 
served in the first war, didn’t he?’ 

I nodded. ‘He was at Gallipoli, and afterwards in France. He 

' served in the last war, too.’ 
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‘Was he shocked and horrified when you and Bill joined up?’ she — 
asked relentlessly. ‘Or was he glad you'd done it, for your own ~ 
sakes?’ 

I sat in silence. ‘I see what you mean,’ I said at last. ‘I never thought 
of it like that.’ 

‘When you and I are dead, and all the rest of us who served in | 
the last war, in all the countries,’ she said, ‘there’ll be a chance of 
world peace. Not till then.’ 

‘Get a nice atom bomb dropping down on Earls Court tonight,’ I 
said. ‘That ’ld get rid of a good many of us.’ 

She smiled. ‘Maybe that’s the answer. But honestly, war’s always 
been too pleasant for the people in it. For most young people it’s 
been more attractive as a job than civil life. The vast majority of us 
never got killed or wounded; we just had a very stimulating and 
interesting time. If atom bombs can make life thoroughly un- 
pleasant for the people in the Services, in all the countries, then 
maybe we shall have a chance of peace. If not, we'll have to wait till 
something else crops up that will’ 

‘Actually, in the last war, people in the Services in England had a 
better time than the ones who stayed at home, working in the fac- 
tories,’ I said. 

‘Of course they did,’ she replied. “‘That’s the trouble. You’ll never 
get rid of wars while you go on like that.’ 

It was better for us to go on talking so rather than to get back to 
Janet Prentice, and we went on putting the world right throughout 
our dinner till the coffee came and I lit her cigarette. She drank her 
coffee quickly. ‘I must go back soon,’ she said. ‘I’ve got some work to 
do upon a script before tomorrow morning.’ 

I knew that she was making an excuse to cut our meeting short. 
‘This ’ll have to be good-bye for the time being,’ I said awkwardly. ‘I 
don’t know when I'll be in England again.’ 

‘Not for some years, I suppose,’ she said. 

I nodded. ‘I ought to have gone home a year ago. My father and 
mother are both getting pretty old, and there’s the property to be 
looked after.’ 

She said, ‘Maybe that’s as well, Alan, for both of us.’ She ground 
her half-smoked cigarette out into the ash-tray and said, without 
looking up at me, ‘Are you going to ask her if she’ll marry you?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ I protested. ‘I may be mad as a March hare, but I’m 
not as mad as all that. Nine years ago, and only for a few hours then. 
We'll both have changed. You said that once yourself.’ 

“You'll marry her,’ she said, ‘and you'll be very happy together. 
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And I'll send you a wedding present, and stand godmother to one of 
your kids.’ She raised her eyes to mine, and they were full of tears. 
‘And now if you don’t mind, Alan, I think I’m going home.’ 

She got up from the table and went quickly to the door of the 
little restaurant, and I went with her. In the doorway she turned to 
me. ‘Go back and pay the bill,’ she said. She put out her hand. ‘This 
really is good-bye this time, Alan.’ 

I took her hand. ‘I’ve done you nothing but harm, Viola,’ I said, 
‘and you’ve done me nothing but good. I’m sorry for everything.’ 

She held my hand for an instant. ‘It wouldn’t ever have worked,’ 
she said. ‘I see that now. You’re what you are and she would always 
be between us, even if you never see her again. We're grown-up 
people; we can part as friends.’ She let my hand go. ‘Good luck in 
Seattle.’ 

‘Good-bye, Viola,’ I said. 

She turned away, and I stood in the doorway watching her as she 
went down the street, irresolute, half minded to go after her and 
call her back. But presently she turned the corner and was lost to 
sight, and I went back to pay the bill, sick at heart. Whatever I did 
with my life seemed to be wrong and make unhappiness for every- 
one concerned. I tried to kid myself it was because I was a cripple, 
but I knew that wasn’t true. You can’t evade the consequences of 
_ your own actions quite so easily as that. 

I went back to my flat in Half Moon Street and sat down to write 
a letter to Janet Prentice. I slept on it, tore it up, wrote it again, slept 
on it next night, and wrote it a third time. When I was satisfied and 
posted it by air mail I had cut it to about one half of the original 
length. I just reminded her of our meeting in the war and said that 
while I was in England I had met Viola Dawson, who happened to 
have her address. As I was flying back to Australia in a week or so it 
would hardly be out of my way to come to Seattle to see her, and | 
would give her a ring as soon as I got in. 

It took me a fortnight to re-arrange my passage to Australia by air 
through the United States and to comply with all the formalities, 
maintaining the old adage — ‘If you’ve time to spare, go by air’. It 
was not until October the 14th that I finally took off from London 
Airport for New York. I was leaving behind me in England a great 
deal that I admired and valued, but as I settled down into the Strato- 
cruiser’s seat I was absurdly and unreasonably happy. Of course I 
was going home after an absence of five years, and that probably 
accounted for a little part of my elation. 

I had one or two friends in New York and I had never been in the 
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United States before, so 1 went to a hotel and spent three days there, — 
seeing my friends and being entertained and seeing the sights. is 
couldn’t spare more time than that for the greatest city in the 
world because I had a date to keep i in a smaller one. On the night 
of the nineteenth I was sitting in a Constellation on my way across 
the continent to Seattle; we got there in the morning and I checked 
in ata big hotel on 4th Avenue. 

I didn’t want to rush at this, so I had a bath and went down to a 
light lunch in the coffee shop. Then I went back up to my room and 
looked for Prentice in the telephone directory. It was there, all right, 
with the same address, though the name was Mrs C. W. Prentice. I 
stared at it in thought for a minute. There had been mention of an 
aunt that she was going to live with. This would be the widow of 
her uncle, the one who had been on the faculty of Stanford 
University. Widow, because if the husband had been alive the tele- 
phone would have been in his name. 

I put the book down presently and sat down on the edge of the bed, 
and called the number. 

A woman’s voice answered, with a marked American accent, | 
said, ‘Can | speak to Miss Prentice?’ : 

‘Say, you've got the wrong number,’ she replied. ‘Miss Prentice 
doesn’t live here now.’ 

A sick disappointment came upon me; I had been counting on 
success this time. ‘Can you tell me her number?’ I asked. And then, 
feeling that a little explanation was required I said, ‘She’s expecting 
me. I’m on my way from England to Australia, and I stopped here 
in Seattle to see her.’ 

I don’t think my explanation impressed the woman very much, 
because she said, ‘She left here more than a year back, brother, after 
the old lady died. We bought the house off her. Did she give you 
this number?’ 

‘No,’ I said. ‘I looked it up in the book.’ 

‘I'd say that you’d got hold of an old book. Did you say she was 
expecting you?’ 

‘I wrote to her from England a few days ago to say that I’d be 
passing through Seattle, and Id ring her up,’ I explained. 

‘Wait now,’ she said. ‘There’s a letter came the other day for her 
from England. I meant to give it to the mail-man and I clean forgot. 
Just stay there while I go get it.’ I waited till she came back to the 
phone. “What did you say your name was?’ 

‘Alan Duncan.’ 

‘That’s correct,’ she said. ‘That’s the name written on the back. 
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_ Your letter’s right here, Mr Duncan.’ 
__ IL asked, ‘Didn’t she leave a forwarding address with you?’ 

‘A forwarding what?’ 

I repeated the word. 

‘Oh, address,’ she said. “You certainly are English, Mr Duncan. 
No, she didn’t leave that with us. A few things came in after she had 

- gone, and we gave them to the mail-man.’ 

I thought quickly. There was just a possibility that the woman 
might know more than I could easily get out of her upon the tele- 
phone, or possibly the next-door neighbour might know something 
that would help me. ‘It looks as if I’ve missed her,’ [ said. ‘I think 
the best thing I can do is to come out and collect that letter.’ 

‘Sure,’ she said affably. ‘I'll be glad to meet you, Mr Duncan. I 
never met an Englishman from England.’ 

I laughed. ‘You’ve not met one now. I’m Australian. Would it be 
all right if I come out this afternoon?’ 

‘Surely,’ she said. ‘Come right out. The name’s Pasmanik — Mrs 
Molly Pasmanik.’ 

I drove out in a taxi half an hour later. It was quite a long way 
out of town, in a district known as North Beach; the house was a 
street or two inland from the sea at Shilshole Bay, a decent suburban 
neighbourhood. The taxi driver didn’t want to wait, so I paid him 
off and went in to the open garden to ring the bell of the small, 
single-storey house. 

I spent an hour with Mrs Pasmanik, who produced a cup of coffee 
and some little sweet cakes for me, but I learned very little about 
Janet Prentice. She had lived there with her aunt until the aunt had 
died, but Mrs Pasmanik could not tell me how long she had lived 
there; they had themselves come to Seattle very recently from New 
Jersey. She really knew very little that was of any use to me. 

I could not find out from Mrs Pasmanik that Janet made friends 
in the neighbourhood, and in that district houses seemed to change 
hands fairly frequently. The neighbours on the one side had left two 
months before my visit, and on the other side had come shortly 
before Janet had sold the house, and they knew nothing of her. The 
aunt had died in May 192 and the Pasmaniks had bought the house 
from Janet in June. They had not seen much of her as the business 
had been handled by an agent; they had an idea, however, that she 
was going down to San Francisco to live there. There had been one 
or two legal complexities about the sale of the house because she 
was an alien in the United States, inheriting the estate of the aunt 

’ who was a USS. citizen. They had never had any address for the for- 
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warding of letters, but had given everything back to the mail-man. 
She thought the post office would have a forwarding address. The — 
aunt had been cremated and the urn had been deposited in a ceme- 
tery at Acacia Park. 

There was nothing more to be done there. Janet Prentice had been 
here, had lived here for some years, but she had gone on. I said good-’ 
by to Mrs Pasmanik and walked slowly three or four blocks up the 
street to the Sunset Hill bus that would take me back to town. These 
were the streets she must know very well, the surroundings that had 
formed her in the years that she had spent in this district while I 
searched for her in England. Here were the stores where she had 
done the daily shopping for her aunt, the A. & P. and the Safeway, 
far from her home in Oxford, far from the Beaulieu River and from 
Oerlikon guns. As I drove in to town in the bus we crossed a great 
bridge and I saw masses of fine yachts and stutdy, workmanlike — 
fishing vessels ranged along the quays and floats, and I wondered if ~ 
the ex-Wren had found solace there, some anodyne related to her 
former life. Somewhere along that waterfront there might be some- 
body who knew her, some fisherman or yachtsman, but how to 
set about such an enquiry in a foreign country was an enigma. 

I sat in my hotel bedroom that evening brooding over my problem, 
which seemed now to be as far from a solution as it had ever been. 
True, I had caught up with her in time and I was now no more than 
fifteen months or so behind her, so that the memories of those who 
might have known her would be fresher, but to balance that she 
had disappeared into a foreign country, if a friendly one, of a hun- 
dred and fifty million people. I had dinner in the dining-room of 
the hotel, and then I couldn’t stand inaction any longer and went 
out and walked the streets painfully until I found the inland water 
I was looking for, with infinite quays and wharves packed with 
small craft. I must have walked for miles that night beside Lake 
Union. I walked till the strap chafed raw places on my legs, and 
hardly felt them, but it was like looking for a needle in a bundle 
of hay, of course. Once, crazily, I stopped an old man coming off a 
a little run-down fishing boat and asked him if he had ever heard 
of an English girl who worked on boats, called Janet Prentice. 

‘Never heard the name,’ he said. ‘There’s a lot of boats in these 
parts, mister, and a lot of girls.’ 

Finally I came out to a busy street and hailed a taxi and went 
back to the hotel. I didn’t sleep much that night. 

There were still a few faint threads to be followed up that might 
possibly lead to her. I went and saw the British vice-consul in the. 
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_ morning; he knew of her existence but thought she had returned to 
- England. I went to the head post office and saw a young man in the 
_ postmaster’s department, who told me that it was against the rules 
to give out forwarding addresses and suggested that I should write 
a letter to the last known address, when it would be forwarded if 
_ any forwarding address existed. I hired a car after lunch and went 
- Out to the cemetery and talked to the janitor, who showed me the 
urn containing the ashes of the late Mrs Prentice and told me that 
_ the urn had been endowed in perpetuity at the time of the funeral. 
I had hoped that annual charges of some sort would be payable 
which might lead to an address, but there was nothing of that sort. 

With that I had shot my bolt in Seattle, but there remained one 

_ faint hope of contact in America. I flew down to San Francisco next 
morning and got a room in the St Francis Hotel. That afternoon I 

_ got a car and drove out to the beautiful Leland Stanford University, 

- and called on the Registrar as a start, who passed me on to the Dean. 
He remembered Dr Robert Prentice, an Englishman who had joined 
the faculty about the year 1925 and had worked with the Food 
Research Institute; he had left Stanford about seven years later to 
take up an appointment with the University of Washington at 
Seattle, where he had died about the year 1940. They had no records 
that would help to trace his niece. I thanked them, and went back 
to the hotel. 

That evening I booked a reservation for the flight across the Pacific 
to Sydney. I had followed a dream for five years and it had got me 
nowhere. Now I must put away the fancies that I had been follow- 
ing and, as Viola had once remarked, stop behaving like a teenager. 
I was a grown man, nearly forty, and there was work for me to do 
at Coombargana, my own place. | dined that night in a restaurant 
at Fisherman’s Wharf looking out upon the boats as they rocked on 
the calm water of the harbour. I must put away childish things and 
get down to a real job of work. I was content to do so, now that it 
was all over. I knew that I should never quite forget Janet Prentice, 
but that evening I felt as though a load had slipped down to the 
ground from off my shoulders. 


CHAPTER: BLGILT 


{t was nearly two o’clock in the morning in my bedroom at Coom- 
_ bargana in the Western District before I could bring myself to begin 
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upon a detailed examination of the contents of her attaché case. 
I had been reluctant to violate her privacy when she was impersonal 
to me, a housemaid that had been engaged while I had been away. 
Now she was very personal, for she had been Bill’s girl. She had 
come here for some reason that | did not understand after the death 
of her mother and her aunt, and she had looked after my mother 
and father in my absence more in the manner of a daughter than a 
paid servant, all unknown to them, till finally she had died by her 
own hand. Why had she done that? 

If I had been reluctant to violate her privacy when she was a 
stranger I was doubly reluctant now. I laid the contents of her case 
out on the table, putting the letters in one pile, the photographs in 
another, and the bank books and the cheque books in a third. There 
remained the diaries, eleven quarto books of varying design. I had 
opened one and shut it again quickly; her writing was small and 
neat and closely spaced. Those books, I had no doubt, would tell 
me all I had to know, and IJ didn’t want to know it. 

There was no need to hurry over this, I told myself. I made the fire 
up, took off my dirty trousers and pullover and changed back into 
my dinner jacket, sat staring at the fire for a time, wandered about 
the room. Twice I roused myself and drew a chair up to the table — 
to begin upon the job and each time my mind made excuse, and little 
trivial things distracted me from the job | hated to begin. I remem- 
ber that I stood for a long time at the window looking out over our 
calm, moonlit paddocks stretching out beyond the river to the foot- 
hills. Already one hard, painful fact protruded, the first of many 
that her diaries must contain. She had made an end to her life on 
the eve of my return home, presumably because I was the only 
person who could recognize her and disclose her as Bill’s girl. I had 
arrived earlier than I had been expected; if I had come by sea as they 
all thought, she would have been buried by the time that I arrived 
and her secret would have been safe. 

If I had stayed away from Coombargana, if I had gone on as an 
expatriate in England as my sister Helen had chosen to do, Janet 
Prentice might have lived. In some way that I did not want to under- 
stand, I was responsible for her death. 

I came to that conclusion at about two in the morning, and I 
think it steadied me. My mother had said earlier in the evening that 
she had failed the girl and made her terribly unhappy without know- 
ing it so that she had taken her own life, and she couldn’t under- 
stand what she had done. It now seemed quite unlikely that my 
mother had anything to do with it at all. It was my homecoming 
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‘that had precipitated this thing, and I must face the facts and take 
‘what might be coming to me. If only for my mother’s sake I had to 
read these diaries. 

I sat down at the table, put all the other papers on one side, and 
| started to examine the eleven quarto books. I glanced at the first 
page of each and arranged them in order of date, beginning with 
‘the first. 

It started in October 1941, when she had joined the Wrens. In that 
first volume the entries were daily to begin with and largely consisted 
| of reminders about Service routine, leave dates, corresponding ranks 
In the Army and the R.A.F. to indicate who should be saluted and 
who not, and matters of that sort. As the volume went on, the entries 
ceased to be daily and became rather more descriptive and longer; 
‘some power of writing was developing in her, as might have been 
expected from her parentage, and the diary began to show signs, 

which were to become more marked in the later volumes, that it 
Was assuming the character of an emotional outlet. 
An entry in August 1942 is fairly typical: 


Saturday. Went to movies in Littlehampton with Helen and a lot 
of boys in W/T. Community singing in truck on the way home, Roll 
me over. Air raid alarm as soon as we got back about 11.45, went 
down to the shelter. A lot of bombs dropped and one near miss, a 
lot of sand came down from the roof and our ears felt bad. Waves 
of them were coming over and a lot of Bofors firing. All clear about 
two-fifteen and very glad to come up on deck, a lovely starry night 
but a lot of stuff on fire better not say what. Shelter No. 16 got a 
direct hit and some of the boys were killed, and Heather Forbes, 
engine fitter. Alice Murphy was buried but dug out and sent to 
hospital, not very bad. A crash by the transport park and three 
bodies on the ground beside it, but they were German. One of the 
Bofors got it rooty-toot-toot. They let us lie in, but I got up for 
breakfast and Division was as usual. 


Another entry read: 


Tuesday September 15th. We always test the guns at the butts 
before fitting them in aircraft of course, but last night at the dance 
Lieut Atkinson asked if I had ever fired one from the air and when 
i said I hadn’t he said it was a shame and he’d take me up. We aren’t 
supposed to fly but of course lots of Wrens go up for joyrides when 
nobody’s looking. He got me a flying suit and helmet and saw me 
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properly harnessed in to the back of the Swordfish and we went up 
with four drums to be pooped off before coming down. It was awful 

fun. We went out over the sea somewhere by Bognor a bit to the 

east of Selsey until he saw a packing case floating, and then he 

came down to about five hundred feet and told me to pull the plug. 

The first drum was pretty haywire all over the shop but he went on 
circling round with the Swordfish standing on its ear and told me 
to keep on trying, and about the middle of the second drum I seemed 

to get the hang of it and it suddenly came right and I began to shoot 

it all to bits. He made me try some big deflection shots then flying 

straight past at about a hundred feet. He said he’d have my bloody 

hide if I shot his wing tip or his tail off. They weren't a bit easy, 

but I got one or two hits towards the end of the last drum. We 

landed back at Ford after about an hour. It was a lovely morning. 

XQ 


There was nothing of any particular significance in the months 
she spent at Ford. When she went to Whale Island for her conver- 
sion course on to Oerlikons the diary assumed the nature of a tech- 
nical memorandum book and was filled with details of the lubri- 
cants, their Service designations, how they were drawn from store, 
the colours painted on the shells, and matters of that sort. There must 
have been official publications available to her containing all this 
information, and J can only think it made it easier for her to remem- 
ber if she made notes in this way in her own diary. The only entry of 
any importance related to her meeting with the First Sea Lord, and 
that was very short. 


Thursday July 1st. Last day of eyeshooting on the grid. They had 
an experimental shoot first at a towed glider target but they weren’t 
very good. Then the Chief put me on to shoot and I fluked a hit. 
They sent for me to go up to the tower and there were more admirals 
there than you could shake a stick at, all brass up to the elbow. They 
asked a lot of questions that I didn’t understand. The Chief gave 
me another coconut and we ate it in the Wrennery. 


She went to Mastodon, and there is not a great deal of interest in 
the diary in her first nine months or so at Exbury. She was getting 
out of the habit of daily entries, and now she only wrote in it when 
something unusual happened that interested her emotionally. There 
is a gap of five weeks at one point, filled only with a detailed list of 
the various types of landing craft and the armament and ammuni- 
tion stowage upon each. 


162 


rs 
_ She wrote a full account of her first meeting with Bill and the 
Ricident of the flooded Sherman tank. I have used that earlier in this 
account and J am not going to repeat what she had written in her 
| diary. She was very much in love with Bill, right from the first. I had 
to read her diary entries myself but I shall see that nobody else does. 
In the succeeding weeks they were almost wholly concerned with 
Bill, and with what Bill and she had done together. I pass those over, 
till my own name comes in: 


. Tomorrow, brother Alan. I wish we could go on as we are, 
‘Sergeant and Leading Wren, but of course we've got to meet each 
other’s relations some time if we’re going to go on together. When 
we come back from the Lake District we may have to get married 
pretty quick! I’ll have to take Bill to meet Daddy and Mummy and 
of course Alan comes in because he’s about Bill’s only relation on 
this side of the world. Bill thinks such a lot of Alan that I’m really 
a bit windy. Still, it’s got to be. 


Sunday evening. Bill was quite right, of course, brother Alan really 
is something rather terrific. He turned up in a car with a W.A.A.F. 
driver all dolled up with half an inch of stuff on her face, making 
me look fike twopenny-worth of sump oil. Three rings, wings, and 
five medal ribbons including the D.F.C. and bar. He’s the sort of 
person who seems to have been everywhere and done everything, 
and yet he’s quite quiet about it all. You can see the likeness to Bill, 
but an older and more mature Bill; they’re evidently very fond of 
each other. Bill hadn’t told me that Alan was a Rhodes scholar or 
that he was at the House; I must ask Daddy if he ever met him. 
They both went to a school they call Gellong Grammar or some 
name like that, that evidently means a lot to them. I must ask 
Daddy if he ever heard of it. I suppose it’s where the farmers send 
their sons to school, but I’m getting a bit puzzled. I suppose boys 
born on farms in England turn into people like Bill and Alan, only 
one doesn’t know that they were born on farms. I really did like 
brother Alan, and I’m not a bit windy now about Bill’s people. They 
can’t be so different to us as I thought. 


Very soon after that came the Junkers incident. 


Saturday April 29th. I shot a Junkers down today and it was all 
wrong. Everyone in it was killed, and it seems they were friendly, 
Czechs or Poles, trying to get over to our side. Everyone else was 
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firing at it, but I actually got it, I think. I can’t sleep and I don’t 
know what to do and Bill’s away somewhere. 

I went down to 968 with Viola this morning to put some Sten 
guns on the L.C.T.s and while I was on board this thing came over 
and they started firing at it from the Isle of Wight but didn’t hit it. It 
got quite low down over the Solent, I should think about a thousand 
feet and started wandering about more or less out of range of all 
guns. We thought it was taking photographs. 702 was lying alongside 
968 and all the gunners were on leave and the sub too wet to doa 
thing, so I manned the port Oerlikon. Lieut Craigie took the star- 
board gun on 968 but when it turned towards us he got blanked off 
by the bridge because we were moored bows upstream, so he shouted 
out to me to take it. It came right at us at less than a thousand feet; 
one simply couldn’t miss, no layoff at all sideways, I just fed it 
down the rings at six o’clock and hit it three tinies in the cabin, and 
then the wheels came down. A Bofors hit it after it passed over us 
and it crashed in a field at the edge of the marshes. We went and 
saw the wreckage, it was awful. Seven of them, all sergeants in the 
Luftwaffe. 

I got sent for by the Captain after dinner and put on the mat; there 
was an R.A.F. officer there, Intelligence I think. He said they thought 
that it was trying to make a peaceful landing and surrender, but 
they didn’t really know for certain. They tried to make me say 
the wheels came down before I fired, but honestly I don’t think they 
did. They may;have put them down when I began firing but I think 
I shot away some bit of the controls and they just fell down or 
something. The Captain gave me the hell of a ticking off for firing 
at all. 

I don’t know what to do. I ought to have known it was too easy, 
I suppose. A hostile aircraft wouldn’t fly straight over a ship at 
seven hundred feet like that, going slowly, too. I ought to have 
known better, but everybody else was firing at it when it was in 
range. I can’t get to sleep, and I’m feeling so ill. I’d like to put in for 
a posting up north or somewhere, but they’d never let me go before 
the balloon goes up. I don’t know what to do. 


The diary remains blank after that for several days, and then 
comes a long entry describing her visit to the Royal Bath Hotel 
at Bournemouth where her father was in training for the Sea- 
borne Royal Observer Corps. I have used that information earlier 


in this account, and only the last sentence or two need be quoted 
here: 
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- . - I meant to tell Daddy about the Junkers but I didn’t. He was 
so full of fun, and having such a glorious time. 


There was another gap of several days, and then came an entry 
_ about Bill. 


May 7th. I got a letter from Bert Finch this morning. Bill is dead. 
He went off with Bert on some job over to the other side, and didn’t 
come back. Bert’s not allowed to say what happened, and I don’t 
specially want to know. 

I can’t seem to realize that it’s happened. I thought people went 
all soppy and cried, but I don’t seem to feel like that. I’ve been going 
on with the work all day because there’s such a lot to do and no 
_ time to sit and think. It’s almost as if it had happened to somebody 
else. 

I’m glad I never told Mummy or Daddy about Bill. I couldn’t 
stand anybody being sympathetic. What happened between Bill 
and me was just ours and nobody else’s, and if it’s over now it’s still 
ours and nobody else’s just the same. I couldn’t bear to have any- 
body else knowing about us. 

Bill never told any of his people at home about us, only brother 
Alan of course. I know he didn’t because we decided that we 
wouldn’t tell anybody till we were quite sure ourselves, till after 
the balloon had gone up and we'd been away together and really 
got to know each other, out of uniform. I wrote and told Bert Finch 
that Bill’s people in Australia didn’t know about us, and asked 
him to look through Bill’s gear and send me back any letters he 
found, and the photograph we had taken together. Bert’s a good 
sort, and | think Bill would have wanted it like that. When a thing’s 
done, it’s done. I couldn’t bear to have strangers butting in and 
being sympathetic from the other side of the world, even Bill’s 
people. 

The only complication now is Dev. Bert said he was told to shoot 
him if I couldn’t have him, but I couldn’t bear that. I went and 
told Third Officer Collins about it and asked if I could have him here, 
and she said I couldn’t. But then half an hour later Lieut Parkes came 
to the Wrennery and said he’d fixed it for me, and he was to be 
McAlister’s dog. I cried for about ten minutes, in the heads, when 
I got back into the Wrennery. It’s awful when people are so kind as 
that, but I suppose it does one good to let go. I felt better afterwards 
and went down river with some Bofors ammunition for the L.C.G.s 
Im so frightfully tired. 
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There are no more entries in the diary after that until the middle — 
of June. Only a very few weeks remained before the invasion, and — 
in those weeks she was working at high pressure. She had the dog 
to look after, too, and Viola told me that she spent every minute of — 
her spare time with Bill’s dog. Probably in those weeks there was 
no need for the emotional outlet of a diary, for the dog Dev pro- 
vided that. Perhaps it is significant that the next diary entry was 

written on the evening of the day that Dev was killed. 


Tuesday June 11th. Dev is dead, and I made a fool of myself and 
broke down on the hard, in front of everyone. He got under a Sher- 
man because I wasn’t looking after him properly. He was in such 
pain and it wasn’t possible to do anything for him, so I got an Army 
officer to shoot him. Then everyone was sympathetic and that put 
the lid on it, and when I started crying I couldn’t stop. 

Viola was a brick; she came back with the cutter as soon as she | 
could and got me out of it and back to the Wrennery, and Collins 
came over and told me to go and see the surgeon and report sick. 
All the R.N.V.R. surgeons have gone off on ‘Overlord’ and there was 
an American Army doctor there, a Captain Ruttenberg, quite a 
young fair-hared man. I was so glad it was a stranger because there 
wasn’t anything the matter with me but I couldn’t get a grip of | 
myself, and I was so ashamed. 

I think he was frightfully good as a doctor or psychologist or some- 
thing because he didn’t do anything at all. He made me sit down in 
a chair and got a couple of cups of tea from the wardroom and gave 
me a cigarette and started talking about himself. He said it was 
his first visit to Europe and he’s only been here for about three 
weeks; his name is Lewis and he’s got a wife called Mary and a little 
boy of three called Junior and a baby called Susie and they live in 
a place called Tacoma. He says he runs a 1938 Ford sedan, I think 
that’s a saloon, and they all go camping in the mountains in it with 
a tent in the summer because he likes trout fishing and his wife likes 
riding a horse. I dried up after a bit and presently he got me talking 
about myself and I told him about Bill and the Junkers, and Daddy, 
and Dev. I must have been in with him for an hour and a half before 
he got busy with his stethoscope and blood pressure and all the rest 
of it, and started making notes about my length of service and all 
that. And then he said that there was nothing wrong with me 
except I was tired out so he was sending me on a month’s leave. He 
took two solid hours to get around to that. Lewis C. Ruttenberg. 
He must be very clever because he didn’t seem specially concerned 
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_ about me, but after a bit I just wanted to tell him all about it and 
_ I think it did me good to spill it. He says I’ve got to have ten hours’ 
_ sleep each night for the next three nights, and he’s given me three 
little yellow capsules to take when I go to bed, one each night. I’ve 
never had anything like that before. I hope they don’t make you 
dream like I’ve been dreaming lately; I couldn’t stand ten hours of 
that. 
Oh Bill, I’m sorry about Dev. Do please forgive me. It was all my 
fault. 


There was a long gap then of about six months, and the next entry 
_ is headed December 16th 1944: 


The last of those foul children went away today, thank God. I 
told the billeting officer a month ago when I came back from Henley 
that my mother couldn’t cope with them any longer but he didn’t 
do anything and they just stayed on. I went and saw him on Thurs- 
day and told him that I’d murder one of them unless he took them 
away, and I think he saw I meant it, and I did. So they went 
away today and the house is our own for a bit, and we've got.a nice 
black mark against us at the Town Hall. Unpatriotic. We'll have to 
have somebody with three spare rooms, and I said adults—no 
children and no babies. My God, I'll be glad when I can get back 
into the Wrens. 

The first thing is to keep out of the hands of the bloody doctors, 
of course. I’m never going to see a doctor again in all my life, and 
I’m not going to any more homes. I’m not a looney and I never was. 
They don’t understand that some people do things that they’ve got 
to be punished for. God looks after that, and it’s fair enough, because 
if you kill seven people wantonly just to show how good you are 
with an Oerlikon you've got to be made to suffer for it. The trouble 
is that all the proper doctors are in the services and the ones left 
aren’t any good. If you try to explain about punishment they think: 

you're crackers and send you to a looney-bin like Henley. 

Mother not at all good. She gets tired so quickly and she doesn’t 
seem to be interested in anything. I took her to the pictures yesterday 
because she liked going with Daddy before the war, but she didn’t 
seem able to follow the plot, and a bit bored with it all. I wish we 
hadn’t sold the car now, because she never gets out at all and if I 
could take her out into the country now and then I think she’d like 
it. One couldn’t get far on the basic ration, but it would be some- 
thing. But God knows we needed the money. If I don’t get back into 
the Wrens soon I’ll have to take a job because there’s not much 
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left of the car money and our capital won’t last so long if we go 
selling out to live on it. P.G.s would help, of course, but not those 
ghastly children. 

The war looks like going on for a long time now, at least another 
year. They’re bound to call me up again before long. May Spikins 
has been drafted to Brindisi; they’re starting up an ordnance depot 
there. With all these ordnance Wrens going out to the Med. they 
must be getting very short of them at home. 


There were several entries in a similar tone in the early months ~ 
of 1945, showing a great sense of frustration, of being out of active 
service in the war and fretting over it. Then came the armistice. 


May 9th. The war in Europe seems to be over, though the war 
against Japan is still going on. Fighting has stopped in Europe, Hitler 
is supposed to be dead, and everyone is starting to talk about getting 
demobilized. é 

I can’t believe it’s true. The war against Japan will go on for years, 
and it must be a naval war. They must need ordnance Wrens all 
the more out in the east. Now that the fighting has stopped an awful 
lot of girls will be getting married and leaving the service, and I 
don’t suppose they’ll be training any more. | believe if I wrote in > 
now they might take me back. 

I don’t know what to do about Mother. She doesn’t seem to pick 
up a bit, and I don’t know that she could manage by herself now if 
I went back to the Wrens. I suppose we'll have to go on as we are 
for a bit till things get easier, unless they write and call me up again, 
when of course I’d have to go. They might do that, because I’ve had 
a long spell at home, nearly a year, and I’m perfectly fit now. 

I went and saw the Bank Manager and told him to sell out enough 
of the Associated Cement to give us £200 in the bank. At the rate 
we're going the capital won’t last more than five years, though it 
would be better if I got a whole-time job instead of this half-time 
one. The trouble is with Mother in bed so much that isn’t going to 
be very easy. I’ve got a feeling sometimes that if the money lasts 
five years it may be long enough. Poor old Ma. 


She never got back into the Wrens, of course. She was writing 
fairly regularly in the diary again, with an entry every three or 
four days, but there was nothing particularly notable about the 
entries in the fifteen months that were to elapse before her mother’s 
death. They were a record of small, daily frustrations and austerities, 
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and of her rebellion against the circumstances of her life. The coming 
of peace meant no joy or release to her; it meant rather a continua- 
tion of a prison sentence. Freedom to her meant life in the Navy in 
time of war. 
Her mother died in August 1946 and I pass those entries over, and 
I turn on to one of more significance. 


September 7th. Viola Dawson turned up this morning in her little 
car. It was lovely seeing her again, but I hardly recognized her in 
civvies. It’s funny how different people look. We went and had lunch 
at the Cadena and talked till about three in the afternoon. 

She’s got a job with a film company, not acting, but doing some- 
thing with scripts and sets; she’s making eight hundred a year. Of 
course, she can draw awfully well, and that helps in the set design. 
She’s such a splendid person, I do hope she marries someone who’s 
really up to her. I did enjoy seeing her again. 

I told her about Mother and selling the house, and about my letter 
to the Admiralty. It’s five days since I posted it so I ought to be 
getting an answer any day now. She was a bit discouraging about 
getting back because she says they’re cutting the navy down so 
much, but Wrens get paid less than ratings so it’s obviously econ- 
omical to use Wrens on ordnance duties when they can. If I can’t 
get back I suppose I'll have to take a job in a shop or something. I 
don’t believe I’d ever be able to do shorthand well enough to make 
a living as a secretary. é 

Viola asked if I ever had another dog, and when I said no, she said 
I ought to have one, and that it wasn’t my fault that Dev got killed. 
I told her I still pray for Dev every night, because I think dogs need 
our prayers more than people. We know that God looks after people 
when they die and that Daddy and Mummy and Bill are all right, 
but we don’t know that about dogs. Unless somebody keeps on pray- 
ing to God about dogs when they die they may get forgotten and 
just fade out or something. Someday Bill and I will get together again 
but it wouldn’t be complete unless Dev was there too. I let Bill down 
so terribly by not looking after Dev, but if I keep praying for him 
it will all come right. 

May Spikins is married to her boy, the one who was a P.O. in 
Tormentor, and they live in Harlow. It was nice seeing Viola again. 


The next entry reads, 


September 16th 1946. So that’s over, and they don’t want me back 
169 


in the Wrens. The only person who wants me is Aunt Ellen in Seattle. — 
I can’t remember her at all, although she says she met me on their — 
trip to England in 1932. I've a vague recollection of an American 
woman coming to see Daddy and Mummy once when I was at 
school. Perhaps that was her. 

I think I’ll go and stay with her for a bit anyway. It’s an awfully 
long way and a very expensive journey; it’s rather sweet of her to — 
offer to send money for the fare but I’ve got enough for that. I don’t — 
suppose I’l] like America but it’s time I got out of my groove here, 
I suppose, and I don’t have to stay there longer than a month or two. 

One can go all the way to Seattle by sea, through the Panama 
Canal. Cook’s are finding out about passages for me, in case I should 
decide to go when the house has been sold. They seemed to think 
a Dutch ship would be best, as there’s a regular line of cargo ships 
that carry a few passengers from Rotterdam to San Francisco and 
Seattle, and it’s cheaper to go that way than by Cunard to New 
York and then across America by train. I’d like it much better, too, 
going by sea all the way. 


I pass over a few entries, mainly concerned with the sale of the 
house in Oxford and the furniture. The diary at this point becomes 
filled with rather muddled notes about her finances; she was not very 
good at accountancy, but when everything was realized she seems to 
have possessed about seventeen hundred pounds, of which she was 
spending about a hundred and twenty on her passage to Seattle. 


November 15th. Rotterdam. In a ship again, and it’s simply grand. 
The Winterswijk only carries ten passengers, and I’ve got a lovely 
single cabin right under the bridge, beautifully furnished. We're still 
in dock, but there’s the same old smell of salt water and oil and 
cabbage cooking, and the moon on the water, all ripply. I brought 
my duffle coat and my Wren bell-bottoms, and I’ve been leaning on 
the rail looking at it all and taking it all in, hour after hour. We sail 
about two in the morning, so I shan’t get much sleep tonight. I don’t 
quite see how they’re going to get her out of this dock even with 
a tug, because I’m sure there’s not room to swing her. I believe 
they’ll have to take her out backwards. 

I'm sorry to have left England, and yet in a way I’m glad. It will 
be good to get away and have a change from Oxford. There’s been 
so much unhappiness. I’ll come back in a year or so because I don’t 
think I’d want to live anywhere else, but it’s a good thing to snap 
out of it and see new places for a time. 
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They've started up a donkey engine on the forecastle, heaving in 
on something. I must go and see. 


November 18th. We're out of the Channel now and heading out 
into the Atlantic, rather rough. I felt a bit funny at first and didn’t 
want breakfast, dinner or tea, and spent most of the first day lying 
on my bunk reading a grand book by Hammond Innes. I’m fine now 
and spend most of the day on deck. When Captain Blok saw my 
duffle coat he asked me where I got it and when I told him I was 
in the Wrens he invited me to go up on the bridge any time I liked. 
So I spend most of each day up there now, keeping as much out of 
the way as I can in case they find it a nuisance having me up there 
and stop it. We go north of the Azores and we shan’t see anything 
at all till we pass Puerto Rico in about nine days time, and after 
that Panama. If only there was a gun to be looked after it would be 
as good as being back in the Wrens. 


I pass over several more entries in the diary that describe her 
voyage. It was obviously very good for her; the entries are balanced 
and cheerful. She was keenly interested in everything that related to 
the management of the ship, and at one point she listed the names 
and addresses of all the officers and stewards, and many of the men. 
She was less impressed by the Panama Canal than one would have 
expected; to her it was mere inland steaming, rather hot and humid 
and less interesting than being at sea. She went on shore at Colon 
and at Panama, where they refuelled, but didn’t like it much and 
was glad to get back on board. The last shipboard entry in her diary 
reads: 


December 12th. We dock tomorrow at Seattle, and it’s cold 
and misty. It was clear this morning and we were quite close in 
to the coast and could see snow-covered mountains a good long 
way inland. Of course, it’s winter now and we are pretty far 
north, almost as far north as England in latitude. The Captain says 
it doesn’t get very cold in Seattle in the winter because of the sea, 
not like the inland cities of America, but they get a lot of fog and 
mist. 

It’s been a lovely month, and I’m sorry to be leaving the ship. 
They make four trips a year between Seattle and Rotterdam and I 
shall try to go back in her, probably in three months’ time. They're 

such a good crowd to be with. 

I wonder what Aunt Ellen will be like. 
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She got on well with Aunt Ellen but found her rather a sick 
woman with mysterious internal pains. In fact, she was dying though 
she took five years to do it and at the time that Janet went to Seattle 
they neither of them thought that there was very much wrong. Her 
aunt-by-marriage proved to be about sixty-five years old, in fairly 
easy circumstances. There was a seven-year-old Pontiac car that had 
done little mileage which Aunt Ellen no longer cared to drive her- 
self, and a Boxer dog, and a cat. 

Janet Prentice lived with her aunt in Seattle till she died, in May 
1942. It was the logical thing for her to do, of course, and she seems 
to have been fairly contented with a very quiet life in that suburban 
district. I think the dog and the cat provided her with the emotional 
outlet that she needed, for there are many references to them in the 
early pages of the diary. Later on, the diary entries become in- 
frequent, as had happened once before when she had Bill’s dog to 
look after. 

Rather curiously, I found no mention in the diaries that she had 
ever made contact with fishermen or yachtsmen in Seattle, or had 
been to sea in a boat in all the five years that she lived there. From 
my mother’s account of her life at Coombargana she seems to have 
developed into a very reserved girl, and there is little in the diaries 
to indicate that she made any friends of her own at all while she was 
in Seattle. She seems to have been content to go on quietly in the 
daily round of housekeeping for her aunt. If she couldn’t get back 
into the Navy she had no particular ambition for another form of 
active life. When friendships had been forced on her in the close 
quarters of the Service she enjoyed them and treasured them, but 
she was too reserved to make friends of her own. 

An entry in her diary about six weeks after she reached Seattle is 
of interest. 


January 29th 1947. Tacoma is only thirty miles from here and 
of course that’s where Dr Ruttenberg lives. I looked him up in the 
telephone book and he’s there all right, Lewis C. Ruttenberg. He’s 
got an office in the city and a residence at Fircrest. I would like to 
see him again because he was so awfully nice at Mastodon, but I 
couldn’t bother him unless I was ill. Today a friend of Aunt Ellen’s 
came for lunch, a Mrs Hobson who lives in Tacoma, and I asked 
her if she knew Dr Ruttenberg. She didn’t know him herself but 
she had heard about him; she says he’s got a very good reputation 
as one of the up and coming young doctors, and that he takes a 
tremendous amount of trouble over his patients. It is nice to know 
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he’s here within reach. Almost like having a bit of Mastodon here 
in Seattle. 


Apart from that, I do not think that there is anything worth 
quoting from the diaries till the Korean war broke out, more than 
three years later. 


June 29th 1940. There’s a full-scale war on in Korea now, and 
the Americans are being forced back southwards. Everything is just 
tearing into action here — troops embarking for the east, tanks and 
guns on the quays, destroyers in Lake Union. Everybody says that 
it’s the beginning of the third world war. 

I wish I was in England now. They’re bound to want a lot of 
Ordnance Wrens back into the navy, because they’re calling up 
reserves. I’ve been an awful fool, because the Admiralty don’t know 
where I am; they probably still think I’m at Crick Road. I wrote 
airmail at once, of course, and posted it yesterday, saying that I 
could pay my own passage home if they wanted me, or else join 
up in Canada, at Esquimault or somewhere. It will be about a fort- 
night before I hear, even if they reply airmail. I should think they’d 
probably cable, though. 

I think Aunt Ellen would be all right. She’s got her family in 
Denver; one of them would have to come over and look after her, 
Janice or Frances. It’s not like it was when Mummy was alive. If 
they want me in the Wrens I'll have to go. 


Six weeks later she got a letter from the Admiralty, delivered by 
sea mail, saying that there was no requirement at the moment for 
ex-naval personnel in her category and that she would be notified in 
due course if vacancies for re-engagement should arise. It was a dis 
appointment to her, though I think she must have been getting used 
to disappointments by that time. She put in another application to 
the Admiralty in December 1950 when the Chinese Communists had 
intervened in Korea and were driving the United Nations forces 
southwards, and the third World War seemed really to have begun. 
Again she got the same type of reply. 

She would have found it difficult to leave her aunt by that time if 
the Wrens had wanted her, however, for Aunt Ellen was a very sick 
woman. 


February 17th. Aunt Ellen had the operation this morning, and it 
all went off quite well. I saw her for a few minutes in the hospital 


173 


this afternoon and she seemed quite cheerful, but still very dopey. 
I took some chrysanthemums but the sister wouldn't let her have 
them in the room today, but I saw some lovely carnations in a 
flower store and I’ll take her some of those tomorrow. I saw Dr 
Hunsaker for a minute or two in his office at the hospital and he 
says she stood the operation very well and thought she’d be home 
in about a fortnight, but when I asked him if it was malignant he 
sort of dodged the question and said that at this stage it was diffi- 
cult to make an accurate prognosis. Doesn’t look too good. Billy isn’t 
at all well; he wouldn’t eat anything yesterday or today. It’s rather 
lonely in the house without Aunt Ellen. I went out to the movies 
last night, but it was a stinker. 


Billy was the Boxer dog, now getting very old. 

The operation did little to relieve Aunt Ellen 6f her complaint, 
and throughout the year 1951 her infirmity increased. Again trouble 
and overwork were massing up on Janet Prentice, for by the end of 
the year her aunt’s spells of pain were practically continuous and 
were only kept in check by drugs and analgesics. The dog Billy was 
dying, too, and in September he had to be put away, and from that 
point onwards a note of tired despair begins to creep into the diary. 


November 13th. I persuaded Aunt Ellen to stay in bed again today; 
it’s two days since she ate anything solid. Dr Hunsaker came this 
morning and he’s going to see if he can get a nurse to come in every 
day for a couple of hours. I asked him what was coming to us and 
he couldn’t hold out much hope, but said she might go on for a long 
time. In the end she’ll have to go into the hospital. 

I suppose this is what happens at the end of life and it’s normal 
and nothing to do with the Junkers. But this is the fourth, or if you 
count dogs, and I think you ought to, it’s the sixth. There were 
seven people in the Junkers, so there’s only one more due. I suppose 
that will be me. 

I think she misses Billy a great deal, and I do too. 


The nurse was living permanently in the house by January, and 
by the beginning of March Aunt Ellen was removed to the County 
Hospital, where Janet used to go and see her every day. 


April 7th. It’s very lonely in the house now. I’ve been starting to 
pack things up a bit, because I don’t think there’s a chance now that 
Aunt Ellen will ever come back. Janice is coming from Denver to 
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stay for a few days; Aunt Ellen was always very fond of her. I’ll 
talk it over with her and decide what’s to be done with all the things. 

When it’s all over I’m going to make a real effort to get back 
into the Wrens. I think I’ll write to the naval attaché in Washington. 
I believe that’s the right thing to do for a British subject living in 
the United States. I simply don’t know what I'd do if they won’t 
have me back. But the war in Korea is so serious now I think they’re 
bound to want more Ordnance Wrens. 


May 2nd. Aunt Ellen died today at about five in the morning. 
Janice saw her yesterday but she was so much doped she didn’t 
really know anything. Poor old dear. They rang up from the hospital . 
to tell us, but we'd been expecting it of course. 

Well, that’s over. The house is to be sold and all the clothes and 
stuff. Janice is staying here for another week to help me sort it all 
out. There’s a tremendous lot of stuff that we shall have to give 
away or pass on to the garbage man including all the drugs and 
medicines except the ones I’ve pinched. Janice says that she made 
a new will about two years ago and that the house has been left 
to me, but I wouldn’t go on living here. I shall post my letter to 
the naval attaché tomorrow. 


May 11th. Janice left today; she’s been away from the family too 
long as it is. She asked me to go and stay with them in Denver when 
everything has been cleaned up here, but I left that open. I told 
her that I felt rather bad about the will, getting the house, because 
I’m not really a relation at all, but she said they were all agreed 
about it at the time the will was made and they were grateful to me 
for doing what | had in the last five years. So that’s that. I put the 
house in the hands of the agent yesterday and some people called 
Pasmanik came and looked over it today; I think it should sell fairly 
easily. The furniture goes to the sale room on Wednesday of next 
week and I’ve booked a room at the Golden Guest House from 


_Monday. I do hope I hear soon if they want me in the Wrens. I don’t 


know what to do if they don’t. 


May 28th. I got a letter from the Admiralty today, and they still 
don’t want me. Not a very nice letter. I suppose that’s the end of it 
and in a way I’m glad. It’s been so miserable sitting here and doing 
nothing, just watching for each post. I’m glad in a way it’s over 
and I know something definite. 

I suppose I’ll have to go back to England now, but I don’t know 


175 


what I’d do. I’m beginning to think the best thing now might be to 
finish it all here or somewhere in America, where nobody really 
knows me and there won’t be any scandal or any trouble for any- 
one. Most women have something to hang on to that makes going 
on worth while - children, or a husband, or relations, but I’ve got 
nothing like that. If I go on I'll have to start from now and build up 
a new life, almost like being born again, and I don’t think I want 
to. I feel too tired to face up to that. It’s not worth while. 

It would be terribly easy to do, because I’ve got enough of Aunt 
Ellen’s stuff to kill a horse. You’d just go to sleep and never wake 
up. It would make the seventh, and that must finish it. All the people 
that I’ve loved, Bill most of all, and then Daddy, and Dev, and 
Mummy, and Billy, and Aunt Ellen. I’d make the seventh, and all 
the people in the Junkers would be paid for then. — 

The only thing is that it seems so cowardly, as if you can’t face 
up to things because you haven't got the guts. 


Perhaps the drugs that had been provided for Aunt Ellen were 
not wholly menacing to her, because the next entry reads, two days 
later: 


May 3oth. I couldn’t sleep again last night, just miserably tired 
and depressed, and about midnight I got up and took one of Aunt 
Ellen’s things as an experiment, with a glass of water. It was a knock- 
out drop all right because I didn’t wake up till half past nine — clean 
out, like a log. I got up feeling fine and it was a glorious morning, 
sunny and bright and fishing boats on the blue sea in Shilshole Bay. 
I was too late for breakfast here so walked up to the drug store on 
West 8sth and had a cup of coffee. I’d been so miserable the night 
before and I was feeling so good that I thought perhaps all I needed 
was a tonic. And then, rather on the spur of the moment, I rang 
Dr Ruttenberg’s office in Tacoma from the drug store and told his 
nurse he’d treated me before in England during the war, and asked 
for an appointment to see him. She said to come along at two-thirty, 
so I drove over in the Pontiac and had lunch in Tacoma and saw him 
in the afternoon. 

He didn’t seem to have changed much in eight years, hair a bit 
thinner, but he looked as young as ever. He remembered me, and 
he really did because when we got talking he mentioned Bill and 
Daddy, and he even remembered Dev’s name— pretty good to 
remember the name of a dog all these years when he’d only seen 
me once. | asked how he did it and he said that he’d been very much 
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_ interested in the case because it was the first he’d come in contact 
_ with, where a woman had been exhausted and worn out in service 
life, and he’d always been sorry that he hadn’t been able to follow 
the case up. It was just like it was before at Mastodon and I told 
him everything, about Mummy and Billy and Aunt Ellen and how 
miserably ill I’d been feeling and that I wanted a tonic. He started 
_ asking me things then, about love affairs of which there aren’t any, 
probably that’s bad, and I was getting too tired to keep up a front 
_ any longer and told him about the Junkers and the expiation that 
_had to be made, and there’d been six already and the last one 
_ would be me. I said I didn’t know when that would happen, but if 
I didn’t get a hefty tonic it would happen pretty soon. 

He said of course that there was no future in that and that all 
that was wrong with me was that I’d been spending myself and got 
myself worn out again, like I had in Mastodon. He said the expiation 
angle was baloney, that I seemed to have the instincts of a nurse 
in doing things for people, but a nurse didn’t talk about expiation 
and go all suicidal after a hard case when her patient died. He said 
he wanted to see me again and made an appointment for, next 
Tuesday at the same time, and gave me a prescription to get made up 
at the pharmacy. | did like seeing him again; he gives one such 
confidence. I was with him for about an hour. 


Before her next appointment the doctor wrote her a letter which 
influenced her a great deal. I found the letter itself among her cor- 
respondence, and it reads: 


1206, S. 11th St. 
Tacoma. 
June Ist 1952. 


Dear Miss Prentice, 

I have been giving your case a great deal of consideration in the 
last two days and would suggest a line that you may care to consider 
and talk over at our next appointment. 

Medically your case is not a complicated one, and as you are aware 
your trouble is more of a psychological nature. As such it may be 
somewhat beyond my province, but as a friend can I suggest that you 
might think over the following. 

I do not think that you have taken sufficiently into account the 
family of the young man Bill Duncan whom you would have 
' married. If he had lived you would have become a part of that family, 
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and you would have owed duties to your new relations by marriage. 
I can readily understand that in the circumstances of 1944 you did 
not wish your love affair to become known to strangers, but the 
circumstances of 1952 are very different. . 

As I understand the matter your recent bereavement has given you 
a small independence so that you are under no immediate necessity 
to look for paid work. In these circumstances I would say you might 
seek out the Duncan family and satisfy yourself that they are well — 
and are in no need of help from you, even if this should mean a 
journey to Australia. From what you have told me both now and in 
the year 1944 these people are farmers. If with increasing age the 
father or the mother of your friend Bill should be in any distress it 
may be that you could assist them, and in doing so achieve a purpose 
and new interest in your life. 

If this suggestion should entail a sea voyage of several weeks from 
this country to Australia I presume that this would be an interest and 
an enjoyment to you. From the medical point of view I could advise 
nothing better for you in your present circumstances. 

I look forward to seeing you again on Tuesday next. 

Sincerely, 
Lewis C. Ruttenberg. 


The next entry in her diary reads: 


June 2nd. J got a letter from Dr Ruttenberg this morning. It’s given 
me an awful lot to think about. When Bill got killed it was the end 
of everything for me. I never thought about it being the end of 
everything for other people, for his mother, for one. What Dr 
Ruttenberg says is absolutely right, of course. If it had happened 
six months later, after Bill and I were married, say if he’d been 
killed at Arnhem or something like that, then I’d have been one of 
his family. My name would have been Mrs Duncan. I couldn’t have 
slid off then and kissed my hand to them and never seen them 
again. Bill wouldn’t have thought a lot of me if I’d behaved like 
that, and I don’t suppose I’d have wanted to anyway. But that’s 
about what I did. We'd have got married if he’d lived a few months 
longer, after the balloon went up. And now I don’t know anything 
about his father and mother, and I haven’t cared. I’ve been wrapped 
up in my own affairs and my own grievances, very selfish. I’m so 
sorry, Bill. 

It’s going to be a bit difficult finding out. They may be fit as fleas 
and perfectly all right; after all I suppose they’ve got brother Alan 
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to look after them and the sister, Helen. I can’t just write and say, 
well, here | am. You've never heard of me, but how are you getting 


_ on? I think the doctor’s right, as usual; I’ll have to go to Australia 
_ and snoop around, and come away if everything’s all right. Per- 


haps if I went there I might find brother Alan and have a talk with 
him. I think he’d understand. . 
I’ve been wondering what sort of place a sheep farm in Australia 
can be. I suppose it’s very hot and people riding round the desert 
in big hats on horses, and boomerangs, and black people. And billa- 
bongs whatever they may be, like in the song. I don’t think I’d be 


_ much good in a place like that, but I’d feel now that I was letting 


Bill down if I didn’t go and see if I was needed there at all. 

Anyway, it ld mean another month on a ship. I’ve been down to 
the library looking at an atlas. Honolulu, Fiji, New Zealand, Sydney, 
I should think. It would be a marvellous trip, anyway. 


On the next page of the diary she had totted up her financial situa- 
tion to the best of her ability. Her aunt’s house had sold to the 
Pasmaniks for eighteen thousand dollars. Unravelling her somewhat 
tangled accountancy and putting together the money from the sale 
of her house and her English capital, she seems to have possessed a 
total of about eight thousand pounds in English money, a sum which 
she considered as indecent riches. 

She saw Dr Ruttenberg again, but there is only a short mention 
of that meeting in the diary. 


June 4th. I saw Dr Ruttenberg again today. He gave me a medical 
check-up, stethoscope and blood pressure and all the rest of it and 
we had a talk about things. I told him I was going to take his advice 
and take a sea trip to Australia and perhaps meet brother Alan and 
find out how Bill’s parents were, but I wasn’t going to barge in if 
everything was quite all right as it probably will be. In that case I 


| _ should come back to Seattle because I’ll have to come back here, 


because it will take the lawyers about six months to settle up 
Aunt Ellen’s estate and they can be doing that while I’m away. He 
asked me to come and see him when I got back. And then he said 
that in his experience a woman without family duties was generally 
an unhappy woman until she got adjusted to what was an unnatural 
condition, and that was really all that was the matter with me. | 
suppose he’s right. He generally is. 

I went to the shipping Office this morning. There’s a ship called 


' Pacific Victor loading bulldozers and earth-moving machinery for 
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Sydney which is due to sail in about ten days’ time. She has accom- 
modation for four or five passengers, and they don’t think she’s full 
up but they’re not sure. They’ve given me a letter of introduction to 
the captain. She’s in a dock on the East Side somewhere by Lander St. 
I couldn't go today because of seeing Dr Ruttenberg, but I shall go 
and find her tomorrow and see if she’s got a berth. 


June 17th. We sailed from the East Waterway this morning. This 
isn’t half such a nice ship as the Winterswijk was, much older and 
dirtier and slower, not so well kept. However, I’ve got a two-berth 
cabin to myself and it’s lovely being at sea again. It’s two thousand 
four hundred sea miles to Honolulu and we do about ten knots, so 
it will take about ten days. 


There was nothing of any particular interest in‘the diary until she 
disembarked at Sydney. At Suva a young married couple called 
Anderson came on board for the passage to Sydney; they were Eng- 
lish born but resident in Australia for many years. From them she 
learned a good deal about the country that was useful to her. 


August 2nd. We docked today and I got a taxi and went to the 
Metropole. The Andersons say that anyone can get a job of any sort 
in this country and it certainly looks like it from the situations 
vacant columns in the paper. They say that lots of English girls come 
out and work here, usually in pairs, flitting from job to job and see- 
ing the country. I believe that’s the best line. Travelling by bus. 

Sydney is rather like Seattle, a bustling sort of place with bits of 
sea all round. Tomorrow I shall have to find out about buses, and 
probably leave here on Monday. I asked the Andersons where the 
Western District of Victoria was, and they said west of a place called 
Ballarat. 1 got a map today and found Ballarat. It looks as if it would 
be best to get to it through Melbourne. 


She had a talk with the chambermaid in the Metropole Hotel and 
learned of the acute staff shortage experienced by all hotels in 
Australia, and of the considerable wages that were paid. She left 
Sydney by bus early in the morning a few days later and reached 
Albury on the borders of New South Wales about the middle of the 
afternoon. She found Albury to be a prosperous country town, an 
attractive place with a number of hotels, good shops full of fine 
fabrics and Swiss watches, and a general feeling of well-being about 
it. She parked her suitcases in the office of the bus company and 
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‘strolled out down the street to look for a job. Within half an hour 
she was a waitress in Sweeney’s Hume Hotel at a wage of twelve 
pounds a week, sharing a room with a Dutch girl who had been in 
the country for about three months. An hour and a half later she 
was serving dinner. 


August sth. When Mrs Sweeney asked me what my name was I 
said, Jessie Proctor. It went down all right, and it matches the initials 
on my case. I want to find out about Bill’s people but if everything’s 
all right I don’t want to be bothered, and Alan probably told them 
about me so that they’ll know the name. Everything’s a bit more 
under control this way. 


She stayed in Albury for a fortnight before giving up the job and 
going on. It was a good experience for her, for it enabled her to find 
her feet in the new country and to learn a little of its ways. The hours 
were not long but the work was strenuous; with Anna she was 
responsible for thirty-two bedrooms as well as serving all the meals 
and doing a good lot in the kitchen. 

She went on by bus to Ballarat, staying one night on the way in 
Melbourne but not working there. At Ballarat she repeated her 
experience in Albury; arriving about midday, by three o’clock in 
the afternoon she was a waitress in the Court House Hotel. 


August 25th. It’s bitterly cold and wet here. I always thought 
Australia was a hot country. They’ve got a Shell map of Victoria in 
the office and it shows Coombargana as a little spot on a sort of 
dotted. line, near a place called Forfar. It doesn’t look as if Coom- 
bargana is a very big place and Forfar isn’t much to write home 
about. I looked up Forfar in a tourist guide and it’s got one garage 
and two hotels, the Post Office Hotel and Ryan’s Commercial. The 
Post Office Hotel is the best; it’s got eight bedrooms but Ryan’s Com- 
mercial doesn’t seem to have any bedrooms at all. 

I’ve been keeping my ears open to see if anyone said anything 
about Coombargana, but I haven’t heard anything. J think I’ll go on 
at the end of the week. 


She left two of her three suitcases in the station luggage room at 
Ballarat and went out in the bus to Forfar. 


August zoth. Well, here I am, and I’ve come all this way for 
nothing. Coombargana isn’t a village, it’s an estate. Apparently it’s 
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a terrific place, one of these enormous Western District stations. 
Fourteen thousand acres, a big house, and God knows how many 
sheep. The Duncans are one of the big families of the neighbour- 
hood. They’ve got about twenty men working for them all in houses 
on the property. Mrs Collins always speaks of old Mr Duncan as The 
Colonel. I suppose that’s Bill’s father. 

Well, there it is, and now I don’t know what to do. That’s what 
Bill meant when he said they had a sheep farm. I wonder if he was 
afraid of shooting a line? 

I’ve got a job here, so I’ll have to stay for a week anyway. I got 
off the bus and went into the Post Office Hotel and booked a bed- 
room and had lunch, and after lunch I asked Mrs Collins if she’d got 
a job for a week or two. | said I was working my way round 
Australia and going on to Adelaide, and I showed her the letters I'd 
got from Albury and Ballarat, saying I was a good worker. She said 
it was the off season so she couldn’t pay much, but she’d give me 
six pounds and my keep if I didn’t mind helping out in the bar. I told 
her I’d never been a barmaid but I was quite willing, only I didn’t 
know the work. So I went down to the bar and Mr Collins showed 
me how to draw the beer and told me how much it was, and I helped 
him when the evening rush started. Two men came in on horses 
about five o’clock, tough looking types: They were from Coom- 
bargana, boundary riders, whatever they may be. They tied their 
horses up outside like in the movies and came in and had about six 
beers each, and then rode off up the lane opposite the hotel. I asked 
who they were, and Mr Collins told me. I asked what Coombargana 
was, and he told me all about it. 

I’ve been such a fool. I ought to have known that there was 
nothing I could do for them. 


CHAPTER NINE 
The diary goes on: 


September rst. I saw Bill's father today. I was sweeping out the bar 
directly after breakfast and he drove up in a big car and got out and 
came in and asked where Mr Collins was. I said I’d fetch him; he was 
down the yard feeding his pigs. So I did, and when I got back to the 
bar Mr Collins introduced me and told the Colonel that I was English 
and working my way round Australia. He asked where my home 
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was, and I said London. He said he wished more English people 
would do that. : 

He’s chairman of the Shire Council, I think, and he was talking to 
Mr Collins about local matters, something about getting electricity 
to Forfar and financial guarantees. He’s about seventy, I should say, 
and he doesn’t look a bit well, very white. He’s got a great look of 
Alan about him, much more than Bill. He drank one small whisky 
and water, but refused another. 

Alan and Helen are both in England, and have been for some years. 
Mr Colllins told me that, after the Colonel went away. He said that 
Alan was in Oxford, or had been, but he thought he was in London 
now. And then he said that Alan had had a crash, flying, towards the 
end of the war, and had lost both feet. He came back here after the 
war and was at home here for a year-or two, but they said the 
accident had changed him a great deal. He didn’t make friends or get 
about much and he was drinking a good bit, and after a time he 
went back to England. That was several years ago. 

The daughter, Helen, went to England soon after the war and 
married somebody there, and hasn’t been back since. Mr Collins said 
that there had been a younger son, Bill, but he was killed in the war. 
Coombargana is six miles from here. 

Mrs Duncan has arthritis and they don’t often see her in the 
village now. The family would be sort of local squires or something 
in England, but it’s not like that here. When Mr Collins came into 
the bar to meet the Colonel he said, ‘Morning, Dick,’ as if he and 
the Colonel were old friends. The family seem to be very much re- 
spected in the district, though. Mrs Duncan used to run a Sunday 
School in Forfar up till about two years ago when she had to give it 
up because she couldn’t get about so well. 

I can’t get used to the idea of Alan hobbling about on artificial feet 
and hitting it up. He was such a terrific person in the war, obviously 
so good at his job and yet so quiet about it all. 


September 2nd. There were a couple of foreigners in for dinner, 
Lithuanians or something. After dinner they sat in the bar, the man 
drinking gin and water and the woman drinking beer. He was a 
weedy, poor looking specimen and the woman the fat, broad faced, 
Russian sort of type. When the bus for Ballarat stopped they went 
away on that, and Mrs Collins was in the bar and she said, ‘Well, 
that’s a good riddance.’ I asked who they were, and she said they 
were the married couple from Coombargana. The Colonel sacked 
them because they were always on the grog. She said they can’t 
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keep any help in the house because it’s such an isolated place. Its __ 4 


six miles from here, but the nearest picture theatre is at Skipton and 
that’s about twenty miles. They’ve got an old cook who’s been with 
them all her life but it’s a big house and they need more than that, 
especially now they’re getting old. The girls from the village used 
to work there before the war, but now they all want to be some- 
where near the movies and they can get such good wages in the city. 
Nobody seems to stay at Coombargana longer than a month or two. 
It’s not only Coombargana, all the other big properties are in the 
same boat. All the money in the world with wool up at its present 
price, but they’ve got to do their own housework just like everybody 
else. 


September 3rd. Mr Fox, the postman, was in the bar this evening. 
He came out from England as a boy about forty years ago, from 
Beverley, in Yorkshire. We got talking when he heard that I was 
English, and I told him I was working my way round seeing the 
country. He said I ought to come out with him on his round; he starts 
off with the mail at about ten o’clock each morning in an old car and 
goes to all the outlying properties, getting back here about three or 
four in the afternoon. He takes the newspapers, too. He suggested I 
should go with him tomorrow if it was a nice fine day. It seemed too 
good a chance to miss, so I went and asked Mrs Collins if I could go 
if I got up early and did out the bar and the dining-room before 
breakfast. She said I could, so I’ve set my alarm clock for five-thirty. 


September 4th. I’ve taken a job at Coombargana, as a parlourmaid. 
I did it on the spur of the moment without really thinking. I rather 
wish I hadn’t now, but it’s done and I go there next Friday. It’s only 
for a week or two till they can get another married couple. 

I went out with Mr Fox and we called at every house on the way, 
of course. It’s a lovely countryside, rather like Salisbury Plain but on 
a much larger scale and with fewer houses and villages. All the 
houses wooden and rather new looking, except the very big 
properties which are quite different. 

We got to Coombargana about half past eleven. It’s just like a big 
English country house with a long drive, stone pillars and iron gates 
permanently open on the road and an avenue of flowering trees and 
pines about half a mile long through the paddocks. The house stands 
by a river in a very beautiful place, though the house itself is as ugly 
as sin. It’s a big rambling two-storied house built of brick I think, 
rather like a Scotch castle gone wrong. The grounds all round it are 
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lovely and very well kept, acres of daffodils in bloom, and japonica, 
-and camellias in the sheltered places, enormous great bushes of them 
beside the clipped yew hedges. 

_ We went to the back door and the old cook came out to meet us 
and took the post. Her name is Annie. She asked us into the kitchen 
for a cup of tea; apparently this is the usual routine. Mr Fox intro- 
‘duced me and said I came from London, and Annie asked at once if I 
had met Mr Alan there. The locals all seem very interested in Alan. 

While we were sitting at the kitchen table over tea Mr Fox said 
something about the married couple and asked if they had anyone 
else. Annie said the mistress was trying the registry offices again but 
it was very difficult; they could only get the riff-raff to come out 
into the country these days. She said that for her part she didn’t 
want any more foreigners; she’d rather carry on and do the house- 
work herself with what help they could get from the wives on the 
place though it was too much for one person. She said the mistress 
was trying for a Dutch girl, and that might be better. 

I liked Annie, and I said I wouldn’t mind coming for a week or two 
myself if it would help them, till they got someone permanent. | 
can’t imagine what made me say that; it just sort of slipped out. 
Annie was on it like a knife, though. She said that if I meant that 
she’d go and tell the mistress and she’d want to see me. I started 
hedging then; I said I could only stay for a week or two because I 
Was going on to Adelaide and | didn’t want to let down Mrs Collins 
at the Post Office Hotel and I’d never done parlourmaid work, but 
if Mrs Duncan could make it right with Mrs Collins I’d come for a 
short time. 

She said she thought the mistres was in her room still because she 
stayed in bed till lunch time this cold, wet weather when she 
couldn’t get out, but she would go and see. She came back and said 
the mistress was getting up and she would see me in half an hour. 
Mr Fox had to get on, of course, so we fixed it that I’d stay and have 
lunch in the kitchen with Annie and he’d call back for me at about 
three o’clock on the way back to Forfar at the end of his round. He 
said it would only be two or three miles out of his way to do that. 

Annie said I'd better take a walk round the house with her to get 
an idea of the work before I saw the mistress. She took me first into 

the dining-room, a big room with a long polished table that I think 
she said was blackwood, all exactly like a big English country house, 
very good furniture. Then the hall which is the whole height of the 
building with a gallery all round it on the bedroom floor, and the 
‘drawing-room, all beautifully furnished and with lovely flowers in 
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the bowls. Mr and Mrs Duncan sleep on the ground floor in what 
used to be the billiard room because Mrs Duncan can’t manage the — 
stairs, because of her arthritis. There’s a study on the ground floor ij 
but the Colonel was in it so we didn’t go in there. We took a quick — 
look at the top floor but it’s only guest rooms and Alan’s room if and 
when he comes home. Annie sleeps up there over the kitchen, and 

_ she showed me the room that would be mine, quite nice and with ~ 
the most lovely view out across the lawn to the river and the © 
pastures and the hills in the distance. There’s a great deal in the 
house to keep polished and dusted, but so few people it shouldn’t be — 
too bad. They've got an electric floor polisher and a Hoover. 

Mrs Duncan saw me in the hall, sitting in front of the fire. She’s 
terribly like Bill. She walks with a stick, very lame. She asked me — 
about myself and I told her as little as possible; I said 1 was working 
my way round seeing the world and when I’d seen Australia I was 
going on to South Africa. She asked if I’d ever worked as a parlour- 
maid before and | said I hadn’t but I’d worked in hotels. She asked 
why I wanted to come to such an out of the way place, and I said that ~ 
I wanted to see all of Australia and I hadn’t been able to see a big 
station property yet. I said I wouldn’t be able to stay longer than a — 
week or two till they got someone permanent. She said she’d ring up 
Mrs Collins and see what she thought about it, and let me know after 
dinner. She asked if I had any dark dresses because I was in my 
French-blue jumper and grey skirt, and I said I’d got my dark-blue 
costume. She said she wouldn’t want me to wear light clothes in the 
dining-room but she didn’t want me to ruin my best costume by 
working in it; she thought she had something that would fit me with 
a bit of alteration. It looks as though the servants dress in the old 
style at Coombargana, like in England thirty years ago. I’ll probably 
have to wear a starched white apron or something, over a black 
dress. 

She sent me back to have lunch with Annie in the kitchen and I 
got Annie to show me how to lay the table in the dining-room. 
They’ve got beautiful silver, and it looks so nice upon the polished 
table. It’s all got to be cleaned every week. They had cutlets for 
lunch, and new potatoes and green peas, and English Stilton cheese 
afterwards. There was only the Colonel and Mrs Duncan. I asked 
Annie if they’d like me to serve them with the stuff in the entrée 
dishes and she said drily that they hadn’t had a parlourmaid who 
did that for years but they’d like it well enough. So I did it like 
that for them; they looked a bit surprised but I think they were 
pleased. 
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_ After dinner Mrs Duncan came to the kitchen and asked me to 
come out into the hall. She said she’d spoken to Mrs Collins and it 

was quite all right, and I could leave on Friday. I said I’d have to go 
to Ballarat and get my suitcases and come back to them, and she said 
they’d pick me up in Forfar when the bus came in. They’re giving me 
eight pounds a week and my keep. The Colonel was there and they 
both said that they hoped I'd be very happy with them. He said that 
in the afternoons, in my time off, I could go anywhere on the 
property and he'd tell the men to show me anything I liked. 

Mr Fox came, and I went back to the hotel with him in time for 
the evening rush at the bar. 

She’s so terribly, terribly like Bill, it’s almost unbearable some- 
times. 


September 8th. I think I must be crazy to have come here, but here 
Jam. Colonel Duncan sent the foreman, Harry Drew, in to Forfar in 
a Land-Rover to meet me at the bus and I drove out with him. His 
father came out from Gloucester forty years ago, but Harry was born 
here. He invited me to tea at his house on Sunday to meet his wife. 
I said I didn’t know what my times off would be, but I’d come if I 
could and I’d let him know tomorrow. 

I took my suitcases up to the room Annie had shown me. I always 
thought the servants in a big country house must have the whale of 
a good time and now I know it. The view from my bedroom is just 
perfect, the room is very clean and comfortable, and there’s a lovely 
bathroom just for Annie and me, with a shower. There was a dark- 
grey dress laid out on the bed which fitted more or less. I put it on 
because it looked as if it had been left there as a sort of hint, rather 
a broad one, and then I went downstairs:to start work. They have 
afternoon tea on a wheeled tea trolley and Annie showed me how to 
get that ready, and | wheeled it into the hall and through into the 

drawing-room. Mrs Duncan was there in a chair before the fire and 

she showed me how she likes the tea arranged and made me turn 

round to show her how the dress fitted. It wants taking in a bit at 
the waist and it’s a bit long; I told her I’d have a go at it tomorrow 
afternoon. I wonder who had it before me. 

I laid the dining-room table then and washed up the tea things, 
and then I came up here to unpack. I’ve been sitting at the table look- 
ing out over the river and the paddocks in the evening light. A 
man went by just then on the other side of the river riding a horse, 
at the walk. It’s so very, very quiet and peaceful here. 

I think I’m beginning to understand more about Bill, after eight 
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years. This is what he was brought up in. This house and this view 
made him what he was. No wonder he was different to all the other 
Pongoes. One couldn’t help being different, living in a beautiful — 
place like this, not as a passenger but doing a real job of work upon 
the land. Because it is a real job of work —it must be. Twenty-eight 
thousand sheep don’t just look after themselves and cut their own 
hair and send it to market for you. 

I’ve got to start thinking of a different Bill, a Bill who was a part 
of Coombargana. I only knew him as a marine sergeant in a battle- 
dress. That wasn’t the real Bill at all; it was Bill in a disguise, and I — 
never knew it though I should have done. The real Bill was a part of 
all this loveliness. 


When I got to that point in her diary I couldn’t go on reading for - 
a time. I got up from the table and made up the fire, and then I went 
over to the window and pulled the curtains aside. It was nearly four 
in the morning and the moon was setting; in little more than an hour 
it would be beginning to get light. I opened the window and the cool 
night air blew in around me; before me lay the paddocks misty by 
the river in the slanting, silvery light. I stood there thinking how 
right she had been, how well she had understood. Bill had been a part 
of all this loveliness. 

Both Bill and I had spent our lives at Coombargana and at school 
till we had gone away to England before the war. We had never 
thought about our home much, except perhaps to grumble that it 
was too far away from city life.. We had gone away to very distant 
places and Bill had not returned; I had travelled the world and I had 
come to realize, in faint surprise, that | had seen no countryside 
that could compare in pastoral beauty with that of my own home. 
It takes a long time for an Australian to accept the fact that the 
wide, bustling, sophisticated world of the northern hemisphere 
cannot compare with his own land in certain ways; I was nearly 
forty years old, and I was only now realizing that by any standard 
of the wider world my own home was most beautiful. 

Bill had been fortunate in being born and brought up here, as I 
had, though we never knew it. In her diary Janet had written that 
this house and this view had made Bill what he was. Perhaps she 
had got something there. In the dark night at Le Tirage, within a 
stone’s throw of the Germans, Bill had gone forward to attach the 
gadget to the German mines on the lock gates while Bert Finch 
stayed in support. Perhaps when he worked under water at the 
wires using up oxygen and so implementing his death, the British 
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Navy: had been cashing in on all that Coombargana had put into him 
throughout his childhood in the Western District. 

I closed the window, searched for my pipe and my tobacco, and 
‘sat down to the diary again. After the first entries at Coombargana 
‘the diary became infrequent, as had happened several times before 
in the years since the war. I think that means she was contented, 
“with an easy mind; she seems only to have written in it when she 
was troubled. An early entry, however, seems to be important. 


September 13th. There are two photographs of Bill in her bedroom, 
one that I hadn’t seen before of him on a horse, I think by the stock- 
yard here. He’s much younger in that one, probably only about 
fifteen or sixteen. The other is the rather stiff studio portrait he had 
done at Portsmouth that I don’t like. I’ve got a much better one in 
my case, but of course I daren’t put it up in my room here. I haven’t 
heard them say a word about Bill and I suppose that’s understand- 
able because it’s eight years ago and everything there was to say 
must have been said. But they talk a lot about Alan. 

Everybody here talks about Alan; he’s very much in everybody’s 
mind. Annie says something now and then, and Mrs Drew was talk- 
ing about him when I went to tea on Sunday, and the Colonel and 
Mrs Duncan say something about him at practically every meal that 
I can’t help overhearing. They all hoped that he was coming home 
this spring but he’s staying in London for another year to get called 
to the Bar. There’s no sign of him getting married, but he does a lot 
of motor racing. i 

I think the fact of the matter is that they’re all a bit anxious. If 
he doesn’t come back to Coombargana the place will be sold on the 
Colonel’s death, and that means a tremendous upset for everyone 
connected with it. Annie has been here for forty years, and some 
of the men for over twenty. They’ve all got houses on the place and 
very good houses they are, too-—all with electric light from the 
main generating plant and all with septic tanks. Apparently that’s 
much better than conditions usually are on these country properties. 
The Duncans have been very good employers. They pay a good 
bonus after each wool sale so that all the men have cars of some sort. 
I think that’s why they’re all so interested in Alan. They want to see 
him marry somebody and settle down here, and carry on the 


property. 
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‘Mrs Duncan have been in Melbourne, warm sunny days, and not 
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much wind. We’ve had Mrs Plowden in to help us with the spring | 
cleaning, and we've had all the windows open every day, letting 
the warm wind blow through the house. It’s been a lot of work but 
we’ve broken the back of it now. They’re coming home tomorrow. 

Last night after supper we were sitting in the kitchen and Annie 
started talking about Alan again. She said it was a great trouble to — 
his mother that he hadn’t married. She said they hoped that when he | 
came home after the war he’d have taken to one of Helen’s friends, 
but he was very much put out with having lost his feet and didn’t — 
seem to want to have anything to do with girls, They all said it 
was because he was crippled, but Annie herself always thought he’d 
got a girl in England he was thinking of. She said he never rested till 
he could get away and back to England, and she thought when he 
went that they’d have heard he was engaged to somebody in England 
within six months. But it didn’t happen. Gossip of the servants’ hall, 
of course. 

I’m terribly sorry for Alan. He sounds rather a lonely person. 


October 28th. They came back yesterday. I thought the Colonel 
was looking better for the change, but Mrs Duncan not so good. 
Of course, staying in her club and going about shopping in Mel- 
bourne she can’t look after herself, and she told me this morning 
she’d had a great deal of pain while she was away, but it had been 
worth it. I persuaded her to stay in bed all day. This evening I asked 
her if she’d like me to bring the little table from the study in to her 
bedroom and lay the Colonel’s dinner there so that they could have 
it together. It’s got a good polish on it and it really looked quite 
nice with the silver and the dinner mats laid out on it just as we do it 
in the dining-room. It wasn’t much more trouble, either. 

They had a letter from Alan today. He doesn’t write often enough. 


There is no mention in the diary that she was pressing to move on 
to Adelaide, or any mention of another married couple. I think that 
she was happy in the queer position that she had made for herself at 
Coombargana, and content to stay on as parlourmaid indefinitely. I 
think Dr Ruttenberg in Seattle had probably summed her up cor- 
rectly; she felt a great need to be of use to somebody, and this was 
satisfied for the time being. A significant entry when she had been 
at Coombargana for three months shows her developing relationship 
with my mother. 


December 11th. The Colonel had to go to Ballarat this afternoon 
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_to speak at a dinner of the R.S.L.—I think that means the Returned 
_Servicemen’s League but I’m not quite sure, so Mrs Duncan had 
_ dinner by herself. When I took the coffee in to the drawing-room 
_after dinner she was sitting at her desk turning over a lot of things 
she’d taken out of one of the little drawers at the side. I put the 
coffee down beside her on the desk and handed the sugar on the 
salver, and when she’d helped herself she picked up a photograph 
and showed it to me and said, ‘Jessie, that was my other boy, Willy.’ 
It was a photograph of Bill, of course, standing by the front door 
with a shot gun and a dog probably when he was about eighteen 
years old. I couldn’t think of anything to say, and after a minute 
she told me, “That was taken just before he went away to England, 
just before the war. He was killed in 1944, doing something on the 
coast of Normandy just before the invasion.’ I'd got a grip on myself 
by that time, and I said, ‘I know, madam. Annie told me. He must . 
have been a great loss to you.’ She didn’t say anything for quite a 
time, and then she said, ‘Yes. Willy wasn’t clever like Alan. He 
was more of a home lover. If he’d lived | think that he’d have been 
the one to carry on this place, and Alan would have gone in to 
Parliament or else into the Department of External Affairs. Willy 
never wanted to do anything else but come back here and manage 
Coombargana.’ I couldn’t stand it any longer, and I said, “Will that 
be all tonight, madam?’ And she said, ‘Yes, thank you, Jessie. Good- 
night.’ I think I got out of the room without giving myself away to 
her, but I wouldn’t be so sure about Annie. She doesn’t miss much 
that goes on in Coombargana. 


Another entry reads: 


January sth. We had awful fun today. I’m supposed to get one full 
day off a week and one half day, but I’ve never bothered much about 
them. I felt I wanted a bit of fresh air and a change though, and 

_ yesterday I asked Harry Drew if I could go out rabbiting with them. 
Old Jim Plowden is the King Rabbiter here and he looks after the 
rabbit pack, about thirty of the most ferocious mongrels you ever 

saw. He keeps going after the rabbits steadily all the time, but now 
 they’re having a big drive to clean them up and they’ve got half the 

"men on rabbiting. I drove out with them in the truck up to the hill 

that they call the Eight Hundred Acre. It’s got an awful lot of 
rabbits in it, or it had last week; I don’t think it’s got many now. 
| They’ve been ripping up the warrens with sort of prongs that stick 
down into the ground behind the tractor and rip down about two 
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feet deep, make an awful mess of the ground but make a mess of 7 
the rabbit holes too. Then they work the tractor backwards and — 
forwards to stamp the earth in, and run a great big roller with a lot 
of things sticking out of it, a sheep’s foot roller they call it, run that 
over the lot. 

Where the ground’s stony and they can’t do that they put in 
ferrets and chase them out and set the dogs on them as they come 
out, or shoot them. All the men were armed to the teeth with — 
various sorts of cannon popping off in every direction and having a 
grand time. I asked Harry if I could have a go and he looked a bit 
doubtful and asked if I’d ever fired a shot gun, and I said I had, so 
he lent me his gun. I missed the first two, but then I got the hang 
of it and bowled over four rabbits in four shots — running, too. It’s 
only a question of laying off enough ahead of them and imagining a 
ring sight on the gun. The men were very impressed and wanted to 
know where I learned to shoot, but of course I didn’t tell them. We 
ran out of rabbits then, but on the way home they asked if I’d like 
a go with a .22 and I said I would. I think they wanted to see if the 
rabbits had been just a fluke. So they put up a beer bottle on a stone 
wall and gave me a little rifle and made me try it at about thirty 
yards. I was just below with the first shot but I got it the second 
time. I knew I could do it so I told them to put up three bottles in 
a row and | smashed them in three shots, rooty-toot-toot. I said, any - 
time they wanted anything shot, just get a Pommie girl from England 
and she’d shoot it for them if they couldn’t. They thought that was 
a scream and laughed about it all the way home. 

It was a lovely day. Harry let me clean the rifle when we got 
back to his house, and I had tea with them. He tried again to find 


out where I learned to shoot, but I wasn’t having any and dodged 
the question. 


After that there are long gaps in the diary of five or six weeks at 
a time, and such entries as there are not significant. She seemed 
to have settled in to the routine of washing and cleaning in the house, 
making the beds and serving the meals. Because neither of my 
parents are very good on stairs at their age she used to go down to 
the cellar for my father to fetch up the drinks, and she got to know 
what wine or cocktails they required when they had friends in the 
house, and how to serve them. I think her relations with my mother 
were always those of mistress and maid, but inevitably they be- 
came close friends. When the arthritis was painful she could do 
things for my mother that no one else could do and inevitably my 
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__ mother talked to her freely about family affairs in the winter 


months, when few visitors came to the house and there was no 
other woman for my mother to talk to. 
An entry early in the winter is important: 


May 6th. It’s been bitterly cold today with a dark, leaden sky and 
a few flakes of snow. They say it’s too early for snow to lie, but out- 
side it’s as cold as charity. They’ve got the heating going and the 
house is warm enough, but I got her to stay in bed till after lunch. I 
always thought Australia was a warm country, and it was hot 
enough here in the summer, but it’s good and bracing now. 

They had great news today, because there was a long letter from 
Alan. He’s definitely coming home, and they’re so excited over 
it. He’s staying in England till September to get called to the Bar, but 
he’s booked a passage sailing from England on October the sth, so 
he’ll be home at the beginning of November. 

They’re both so happy today, and it was all round Coombargana 
by the evening. I asked the Colonel if he’d like me to get up a bottle 
of champagne for dinner and they had that, and Annie made a special 
effort over dinner for them with caviar to start with and mushrooms 
on toast to end up-—there are a lot of mushrooms in the paddocks 
now and we can get a basket any time. They had music at dinner 
for a celebration. Alan’s been away five years, but from what they 
say he’s definitely coming home for good now, to get down to work 
and manage Coombargana. I’m so glad for them. 

I’m glad for Alan too. I haven’t seen his letter, of course, but she 
was talking about him this afternoon when I was helping her get up. 
She says he’s quite made up his mind now that his place is here and 
he doesn’t want to do any of the other things any more, like being 
a barrister or going into politics. He feels he ought to stay in England 
till September and finish off what he’s begun and get called to the 
Bar, but he feels that he’s too old to start in practice at the English 
Bar and he’s tired of being in England now and wants to come home 
and settle down. I suppose that was all in the letter. She was saying 
that he was so restless after the war and being crippled, but she 
thought he’d got it out of his system. She said she hoped he’d find 
some nice girl and get married. 

It’s been a great day for them. 

I'll have to move on somewhere else before Alan gets home. He’d 
be bound to recognize me. I wouldn’t want to go much before 
November because I do think they need someone to look after them 
a bit, but when Alan gets home everything will be different; he’ll be 
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able to do a lot of the things I do for them now. He'll organize 
things for them, and he'll be able to race around and get some 
decent servants in the house, not like that ghastly Polish couple that 
were here before. There won’t be any need for me when he comes 
home. I’ll aim to get away a week or two before he arrives. 

I’ll have to go back to Seattle first, I think, to get hold of Aunt 
Ellen’s money. That should be settled up by now. After that, God 
knows. I would like to get back into the Wrens, if they’ll have me. 
If the armistice negotiations in Korea break down, and it looks as if 
they will, the war will all flare up again and everyone says it will 
be much worse than before, and there may be a full scale war break- 
ing out between America and China, with Russia and England and 
everyone else joining in. If that happened they’d be bound to want 
all the Ordnance Wrens they could get hold of. 

__ It’s going to be a bit of a wrench leaving this place. 


She was to discover as the months went on that it wasn’t going to 
be so easy for her to leave Coombargana. She had made herself too 
much a part of it. 


May 29th. She’s been talking for some time of getting Alan’s room 
ready for him, but it seemed a bit early to me. This morning she got 
up directly after breakfast and wanted to go upstairs, so I helped her 
with the stairs and then she made me go and get a pencil and paper 
and the tape measure and she got down to things. There are two big 
rooms there with a bathroom in between. Alan has got bits of aero- . 
plane in it and some of his clothes there still in the wardrobes and 
chest of drawers, all put away with moth-balls. She told me that 
the other room was Willy’s, but she’d refurnished it after the war 
and now they use it as a spare guest room. I took a look in there this 
afternoon, but there’s nothing in it now to remind anyone of Bill. The 
view is practically the same as from my room. 

She’s really going to town over Alan’s room. First of all she said 
it needed new curtains and she made me get the steps and measure 
up the pelmet and the curtains; she said when she was in Melbourne 
she’d seen some Italian material in Georges that she thought would 
do; it cost four pounds ten a yard but it would last a long time. 
She'll need thirty-eight yards for the curtains. Then she said the 
carpet wouldn’t do at all; it was much too shabby, but it looked 
perfectly all right to me. There are two upholstered arm-chairs there 
and she wasn’t satisfied with those, so we're going to get those down- 
stairs and send them in to Ballarat on a truck to have loose covers 
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made, two sets for each. She’s going to get the material for that in 
Melbourne, to go with the curtains. She wants a new bedspread and 
new shades on all the lamps. She’s going to have all the woodwork 
repainted and the bathroom repainted completely. 

She wanted to re-paper Alan’s room, but I persuaded her not to. 
There’s nothing the matter with the paper and I thought it would 
make the room look so different for him. I said that half the fun of 
coming home was to come back to all the things you knew and you 
remembered, and if she did the wallpaper it would make it look like 
another room and he wouldn’t feel at home. She saw that in the 
end, and we agreed that the paint should be as much like the old 
paint as possible, so that the appearance of the room would be the 
same, but everything clean and nice. I said I’d get a loaf of bread and 
rub down the paper by the electric light switch at the door where 
it’s got a bit dirty. It’s good paper and I’m sure it’ll come up all 
right. She made me measure up the carpet, but she'll have a job to get 
one big enough. It wants to be about twenty-five feet by twenty. 
She says that if she can’t find anything she likes she can get one 
made specially, in Bombay. 

I totted it all up just for interest; she’s going to spend nearly eight 
hundred pounds doing up that room, I should think. They don’t 
spend anything on themselves in the normal way; they live quite 
modestly though they spend a good bit on the garden. But she’s really 
letting herself go on Alan’s room. It’s going to look awfully nice by 
the time we’ve done it. 


I stopped reading and stared round the room. There were the new 
curtains, the new shades on all the lamps, the deep new pile of the 
Indian carpet beneath my feet, the new loose cover of the chair that 
I was sitting in, the slightly different appearance of the wallpaper 
by the electric switch, the gleam of the new paint. I had not noticed 
any of them. 


June 2oth. The Colonel placed an order for a new Land-Rover 
today for Alan. Delivery is about two months so it should be here 
about a month before he arrives. They don’t use horses much 
now, only the boundary riders who go round every day inspecting 
every fence and every gate and looking to see if any of the 
sheep are straying or if any of them have anything the matter 
with them. The Colonel goes everywhere in his Land-Rover and 
he says that Alan must have his own. His feet won’t matter a bit 
then. 
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I heard them talking about this at dinner, and of course I men- 
tioned it to Annie in the kitchen because there didn’t seem to be 
anything confidential in the fact that they were getting a new motor 
vehicle upon the property. Everyone will know about it tomorrow. 
Her reaction was typically Annie. She said, ‘Aye, they’re getting for 
him everything the heart of man could desire, saving the one thing.’ 
I asked, ‘What’s that?’ She said, ‘A wife.’ She’s very shrewd. 


July roth. They came back from Melbourne yesterday. I think the 
prospect of Alan coming home has been very good for her; although 
it’s the middle of the winter and pretty cold she was fit and well 
and told me that she hadn’t had much pain; she got up for break- 
fast this morning, fit as a flea. She told me that she had chosen the 
pattern for Alan’s carpet and cabled the order; it will take about a 
month to make and she’s told them that it’s got to get on board a © 
certain P. and O. boat on a certain date or she won't have it, so it 
should be here about a month before he gets home. She’s got the 
curtain material and a woman is to come here next week from 
Ballarat and make the curtains and the pelmets here, staying till it’s 
done. The painters finished last week. She showed me the bedspread 
and the lampshades; they’re awfully pretty. 

She told me that when Alan comes home she wants me to look 
after his clothes, like a valet. She’s going to get Mrs Plowden to come 
in every morning to do some of the cleaning I do now because she 
says that they’ll be having many more guests in the house when Alan 
comes home and there'll be a good deal more work, but she wants 
me to take over Alan’s clothes. She’s going to show me how to do it 
and I can practise on the Colonel till Alan comes home. The drill is to 
lay out the clothes that he’ll be wearing in the evening ready for 
him on the bed at about six o’clock before he goes up to change for 
dinner; she’s going to show me how she wants it done. Then when — 
I go up to turn the bed down I collect the clothes that he’s been 
wearing during the day and take them away and brush them and 
put them away in the wardrobe, looking out for any spots or dirt or 
loose buttons and doing something about it next day. Nothing’s got - 
to go back in the wardrobe till it’s been brushed and looked over and 
put right. The same with the evening clothes; I collect them and take 
them away to brush when I take him in the morning tea. 

I tried to tell her that I wouldn’t be here when Alan comes home, 
but I wasn’t ready and IJ didn’t know how to bring the subject up. 
I'll have to tell her soon, but it’s going to be frightfully difficult. I 
haven’t been able to think of any story yet that doesn’t mean tell- 
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__ ing her a whole string of lies, and I’d hate to do that. I’m not sure 
that I’d be very good at it, either. 

I don’t know what to do. I would like to see Alan again; he was 
such a grand person and he can’t have changed so much. I’ve been so 
happy here, I’ll just hate going away. I don’t know what I'll do if 
I can’t get back into the Wrens. Perhaps I’ll be able to go back; the 
peace talks at Korea don’t seem to be getting anywhere. That would 
be much the best of all. If a full-scale war broke out again I could tell 
her that I was a Wren on the reserve and I'd got to go back into the 
Service. That wouldn’t mean telling any lies at all, hardly. 


July 22nd. I’ve been wondering if somehow I couldn’t see Alan 
and have a talk to him before he comes home. If I went to Fremantle 
or something and met him there. He’s such a very good sort, he’d 
advise me and tell me what to do, and he might somehow be able 
to put things right for me so that I could come back and go on here. 
The one thing which I couldn’t bear is that he should come home 
and walk into the house and say, ‘Hullo, Leading Wren Prentice, 
what are you doing here? I thought we’d finished with you when 
Bill got killed.” He wouldn’t say that, of course, but that’s what it 
would be like. If I could have a quiet talk with him before he gets 
home I think I could make him understand how it all happened, and 
perhaps we could concoct something together that would make it 
possible for me to go on here. After all, there’s no reason why his 
mother and father need ever know that I had anything at all to do 
with Bill. Alan would only have to keep his mouth shut, and every- 
thing could go on here as usual. Only Alan and I know what Bill 
and I were to each other. It wouldn’t be much to ask him to keep 
quiet about it. But it’s going to take a bit of explaining what I’ve 
been doing here at all, even to Alan. 
I don’t know what to do. 


July 28th. The Korean war is over, and they’ve signed a truce at 
Panmunjom. There isn’t going to be another full-scale war, and I 
suppose I ought to be glad. But this finishes all chance | ever had of 
getting back into the Wrens. They won’t be needing any more 
Ordnance Wrens now; they’ll be needing less. 

I simply can’t think what I could do when I leave here; I’ve got 
nowhere to go, nothing I want to do. I’ve got to try and think of 
something. 


I laid the diary down, glad for an excuse to stop reading it for 
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a time, and I put another log or two upon the fire. Outside, the sky 
was starting to show grey. 

Viola Dawson had been right about ex-Service people. Janet 
Prentice, at any rate, had banked upon another war that would 
solve all her difficulties and bring her back into the full, useful life 
she once had known. Without it she was lost, because another war © 
had been her main hope since the end of the last one. 

I sat down again and went back to the diaries with mounting 
reluctance. It was a violation of her deepest privacy that I should 
read what she had written, but I had to know. 


August 17th. It’s only about six weeks now till Alan sails, and I 
can’t make up my mind what to do. I’ve been putting it off and 
trying not to think about it, hoping that something would turn up. 

I don’t think it would be possible to go to Fremantle to meet Alan © 
on the ship before he gets here. I believe the Colonel’s going to fly 
across and meet him there and fly back here with him. That’s what 
he did when Alan came back before, after the war, and he’s talking 
of doing it again, but I don’t think they’ve decided anything yet. — 
If he did that, of course, it would be impossible for me to meet Alan 
alone before he got here. I can’t help feeling that’s the way to tackle 
it. ] know he’d be able to get me out of this mess. But even if the 
Colonel didn’t go to Fremantle, I don’t see how I could ask her for 
a holiday then. They’re all counting on me to be here and they’re 
looking forward so much to his homecoming. I don’t think I’d have 
the face to ask fora holiday just at that time. It would look awfully 
strange, and if they started to get curious and found out that I’d 
been to Fremantle to meet Alan before he got home it would be 
worst of all. 

Last night I thought I’d better write to Alan and explain things, 
and I tried to write a rough copy of a letter to send him. But it’s 
one of those things I don’t think you can do in a letter. I only met 
him once, nine years ago, and he probably hardly remembers me. 
I’ve been thinking of him as the same person he was then, but every- . 
body here says that he’s changed a lot. He’s really a total stranger, 
although he doesn’t seem like that to me. He’d get a letter from his 
mother’s parlourmaid asking if he’d mind deceiving his mother 
when he comes home so that the parlourmaid could keep her job, 
because the parlourmaid had been deceiving her and living here 
under false pretences for the last year. 

I tried all last night to write a letter wrapping up those facts and 
making it sound all right, but I couldn’t do it. He’s a barrister; he’d 


198 


_ see through it at once and get suspicious. I know if I could see him 
_and talk to him quietly before he gets home I could explain how it 
all happened and make him understand, but I don’t believe it’s 
possible to do it in a letter. 

The curtains and the pelmets in Alan’s room are finished. They 
look lovely. The carpet’s supposed to be arriving at the end of the 
month. We've got all the furniture piled in the middle of the room 
and I’ve been waxing and polishing the floor surround with the 
electric floor polisher. It’s some kind of Tasmanian hardwood, myrtle 
I think; it’s a sort of golden colour with a bit of pink in it. It’s start- 
ing to look awfully nice for him. 


September 24th. Alan sails from England in about ten days’ time. 
I’ve been drifting, hoping something would turn up, but now I can’t 
drift any longer. 

Yesterday morning I was dusting in the hall and when I’d finished 
that I went through to the dining-room to do the sideboard and the 
chairs. Mrs Plowden was in the kitchen scrubbing the floor and 
talking to Annie. They were making a fair bit of noise and they 
didn’t know I was there, and the swing door was open so that I 
could hear every word they said. They were talking about Alan 
and a girl called Sylvia Holmes whose people have a property near 
Hamilton, just speculation based on the fact that he took her to 
the races six years ago. They’re terribly anxious to see him married, 
and they’re always gossiping. And then Mrs Plowden said, ‘He’might 
do worse than look in his own kitchen, to my way of thinking.’ And 
Annie said, ‘Aye, that’s a fact. It wouldn’t be the first time that’s 
happened, and it won’t be the last.’ I went back into the hall. I’m 
sure they didn’t know that I was there. 

Well, now it’s come out into the open, and I think I’m glad. It’s 
what’s been wrong for a long time, this interest that I’ve been feel- 
ing for Alan. That’s really what’s kept me here in the last months 
although I wouldn’t admit it—that, and the comfortable living of 
Coombargana, that I’ve been reluctant to give up. There are some 
things about oneself that it’s not very nice to wake up to. 

All this time I’ve been kidding myself about Alan. I’ve been think- 
ing I could go to Fremantle and talk to him like a big brother, and 
he’d get me out of this jam that I’ve got in. But it’s nastier than that. 
What I’ve really been up to is that if I had a heart to heart talk 
with Alan about Bill and all that I’ve been doing here I could make 
him fall in love with me, and then I wouldn’t have to go away from 
Coombarganaa. It’s time now to be honest, and that’s what I’ve been 
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intending. Coombargana means ease and gracious living and security 
and wealth for the remainder of my life. | think that that’s what 
I’ve been reaching out for, really. And I’ve damn nearly got it. If 
Alan married me, everybody here would be quite glad. 

This isn’t a fairy story. This isn’t King Cophetua and the Beggar 
Maid. This is another story altogether, of the Beggar Maid plotting 
to tell King Cophetua a sob-stuff story so that he would fall in love 
with her and take her out of the kitchen, and marry her, so that 
she’d be Queen and lord it over all the other servants, and live in 
luxury for the remainder of her life. There’s no happy ending to 
that one, not even for King Cophetua because he’d come to realize 
quite soon how he’d been trapped. 

Oh Bill, I can’t imagine what I’ve been doing, how I’ve got myself 
in such a mess. 


October roth. Alan sailed about five days ago, and I suppose his 
ship would be somewhere near Gibraltar now, and coming closer 
every minute. It docks at Fremantle on the zoth and they’re expect- 
ing a letter from him to say that he'll be flying home from there. 
There’s only about three weeks now to go. 

There’s no way out of this one. I’ll have to meet him some time, 
either here or at Fremantle, and now I don’t know that it makes 
much difference which. There’s something horrible about me. I 
know when I meet him I’ll be wanting him to fall in love with me, 
and I’ve got such good cards to play. But it’s all wrong. It’s horrible 
and sordid and wrong, because I’m only thinking of him in that way 
because I want to stay at Coombargana. 

I really did love Bill. I loved him very truly, and I still do. I didn’t 
know his family had all this money. He was just Bill to me. But now 
I’m playing with the idea of making up to his brother, kidding 
' myself that I could fall in love with him. It’s time I woke up to 
myself. I had a good look in the glass just now, and it’s not very 
flattering. Rather an ugly woman, not so young, who had been 
genuinely in love with one brother planning to fall in love con- 
veniently with the other brother who is heir to the property. But 
there’s nothing in the mirror to show that the trick would come off. 
I'd probably just be making a complete fool of myself, as I have | 
been for the last few months. 

The worst part is that there’s just a tiny fragment of sincerity 
which makes the whole thing so insidious. I did like Alan when 
we met nine years ago. I’ve been looking back through this diary 
and I see that I thought then that he was something rather terrific. 
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I still think of him like that, and I'd like to meet him again. But 
that’s nothing to do with being in love with him. You can’t possibly 
be in love with somebody you only met for one day nine years ago 
when you were head over heels in love with his brother. 

There’s no way out of this one. I can’t meet Alan. There’s too 
much intimacy in the explanations that I’d have to make to him 
to tell him why I’m here at all to make it possible to go on with 
him here as master and servant, or even to go on as neutral friends. 
I'd want him to fall in love with me and marry me, I know I would. 
If he did, I think I’d be unhappy for the remainder of my life, 
because I’d know it was all phoney and wrong. I’d make him un- 
happy, too. If he didn’t, then there’d be shame and confusion all 
round, and everything here would be spoiled, and I’d have to go 
away. And the mirror says that’s probably exactly what would 
happen. 

There’s no way out of this one. 


October 17th. I asked for a day off and went for a long walk 
alone all round Coombargana today, getting back about six o'clock. 
It’s such a lovely place, and I’m so happy to have seen it all. They’re 
shearing now, finishing on Friday, and everybody’s down at the 
shearing shed in a mad rush. | hardly saw anyone at all, all day. 

I wanted a day’s tramp to clear my mind and make quite sure 
that I was doing the right thing, because it’s one of those things that 
you can’t undo when once you've done it. It’s so permanent. But 
now I know I’m right. After a year like this I don’t think that I’d 
ever be happy anywhere else but here, and it’s not possible for me 
to stay here any longer now. The only thing I could do now would 
be to run away, go to Ballarat on some excuse, get on an aeroplane 
and fly away to England or somewhere and start again. I think I’d 
rather stay here. 

I’ve got Aunt Ellen’s knock-out drops, a whole bottle of them, 
still. They must be good, because the name was always cropping 
up in the Seattle papers; they’re what all the film stars turn to when 
they’re through. The very highest recommendation. Then all the 
people in the Junkers will be paid for. 

Alan’s ship gets in to Fremantle on the Friday, so I think I'll do 
it on the Sunday night. Everything will be over and done with by 
the time he gets home on the Saturday, and the excitement of his 
homecoming will put it all out of their minds. It'll be a bit of a shock 
to them, of course. I’m sorry about that because they’ve been so 
kind to me, but in a day or two Alan will be home and everything 
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will be forgotten. Old people get a bit like children; their griefs 
don’t last very long. 


October 23rd. I went walking round the garden this afternoon 
looking at things and enjoying them, and in the greenhouse Cyril 
had a lot of azaleas in pots. I picked out a big red one just coming 
into bloom and took it into the house and asked her if I could put it 
in Alan’s room. She said I could, so I put the flower pot in a dark- 
blue jar and took it up and put it on his table. It’s going to look lovely 
in a few days’ time. I hope they keep it watered. 


There the diary ends. The azalea was still upon my table, in full 
bloom. 


CHAPTER TEN ‘ 


The fire was practically dead and the dawn was light behind me at 
the window. I closed the diaries, and arranged them in a little pile 
under the table. I stood up stiffly and reached out for her attaché 
case to put the volumes back in it, and as I did so her bank books 
caught my eye. I wondered dully what on earth I ought to do about 
those, for she had considerable sums of money in Seattle and in 
England. 

When things like this happen there’s just nothing to be done 
about it; even suffering itself is a mere waste of time. I crossed to 
the window and opened one of the casements, and the cold air 
came streaming in to the warm room around me like a shower. 
Before me lay our property, a few ewes in the ewe paddock moving 
over the wet grass in the first glints of the sun, the river running 
quietly between. This was the view that she had known and loved, 
as Bill and I had loved it, all unconsciously. She could have been 
mistress of Coombargana twice over, but it didn’t work out that 
way. 

I turned from the window after a long time, and took my Sticks, 
and went out of my room into the gallery. The house was dead 
quiet except for the loud ticking of the grandfather clock in the 
hall; nobody was yet astir. I moved slowly down the stairs, and as 
I went I wondered a little at the decency of my home, after all 
that I had read during the night. Even into this quiet place the war — 
had reached like the tentacle of an octopus and had touched this 
girl and brought about her death. Like some infernal monster, still 
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venomous in death, a war can go on killing people for a long time 
after it’s all over. 

I paused in the hall and looked around me, at the flowers that 
she had arranged, the chairs and tables she must have dusted, the 
radiogram that she had turned on for my mother when they cele- 
brated the news that I was coming home. I drew a coat on over my 
dinner jacket and went out on to the lawn, and walked slowly 
down towards the river bank. From now onwards loneliness would 
sit with me at Coombargana, in my bedroom with the polished 
myrtle floor and the scrubbed wallpaper around the electric light 
switch, in the dining-room that she had served, and with the rabbit 
pack. I had been lonely in my home when I had come back from 
the war in 1946; I should be doubly so now. I had found Coom- 
bargana difficult to bear in those days, but with Janet Prentice ever 
in my mind it would be intolerable now. 

I moved along the river bank and sat down on the low stone wall 
by the trout hatchery, where I had talked with my father only twelve 


hours before. I sat there for a long time thinking of what lay before 


me. From there I could see three of the new station houses that my 
father had built while I was away, and as I sat there suffering little 
signs of life started to appear. A woman came out of one house with 
a four-gallon oil drum serving as an ash can, and emptied the ashes 
on a heap in the back yard. A man came out of another house in 
soiled blue overalls and walk down a path that led behind some 
trees to the main station buildings, perhaps to start the diesel. The 
sun grew stronger, and all over Coombargana life began to appear. 

I did not know the names of half the people on the property, but 
they all knew me. The diary that I had been reading made that very 
clear. Everybody on the property knew all about me, what my 
interests were, how far I could walk, how much I drank, how long 
I had been away, what I had been doing in England. All of them 
were watching anxiously to see what I would do on this my first 
day back at Coombargana, trying to read the oracle to form their 
judgment from my first actions whether I was going to carry on 
the property or sell it, whether they could settle down with their 
minds at ease about the future or whether they must condition them- 
selves to the probability of change. They knew all about me, yet 
perhaps they did not know quite all. They did not know that I had 
been in love with Janet Prentice. 

It would be intolerable now to live at Coombargana. But we had 
twenty-one people employed on the place, all with their eyes on 
me and looking for a sign. If I gave up now and went off back to 
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England it would be intolerable again, for Janet Prentice would 
have had me stay. Only cowards run away because they are afraid 
of ghosts. 

I sat there by the trout hatchery for an hour or more till I grew 
very cold. Then I got up and walked slowly through the trees 
towards the stockyard, thinking of Janet Prentice and of her 
integrity. I found two men saddling up in the horse yard. I knew 
neither of their names, but I said, ‘Good morning’ to them absently. 
_ They stared at me curiously and then wished me good morning in 
return, and I moved on wondering a little at their attitude until I 
remembered that I was in my dinner jacket still, with an overcoat 
thrown loosely over it. 1 went back to the house to change. 

Annie must have seen me from the kitchen window coming to 
the house, for she met me in the hall. ‘I have a pot of tea just made, 
Mr Alan,’ she said. ‘Will I bring you a cup?’ And then she said, 
‘Mercy, have you not been to bed?’ 

‘No,’ I said. ‘I didn’t go to bed. I found that case.’ 

‘You did, sir?’ 

I nodded, and then looked her in the eyes. ‘Did you know she was 
Bill’s girl?’ 

She was silent for a moment, and then she said, ‘I did not know 
that for certain, Mr Alan. But I thought perhaps it might be some- 
thing of that sort.’ . 

I said heavily, “Well, that’s who she was.’ And then I said, ‘I’d 
like that cup of tea, Annie.’ 

‘Go on up to your room, Mr Alan, and get changed,’ she said. ‘I’ll 
bring it to you there.’ 

I went upstairs and turned on the bath water, and started to un- 
dress. She came in a few minutes with a tray of tea and biscuits 
and put it down upon the table by the red azalea in the blue pot. She 
glanced at the case on the other table before the dead fire, where 
I had sat all night, and then she said, ‘Did you know her, Mr Alan?’ 

‘I met her once, during the war, just before Bill got killed,’ I said. 
I glanced at her, and then I said, ‘This is all something pretty private 
to the family. I don’t want it talked about upon the station.’ 

‘Tll watch that, Mr Alan.’ 

She went away and I went through to the bathroom, took off my 
feet, and got into the bath. The benison of the hot water was refresh- 
ing, for I was very cold, and as J sat in the warm comfort gradually 
I came to my senses and the power of reasoning put out emotion 
from my mind. 

As always, Bill was very real to me in that bathroom. Never again 
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would he come striding through the door that led into his room, 


{. 


eighteen years old and impatient to get under the shower. He had 


_ become one of the ghosts that haunted Coombargana for me, and 


f 


now he had been joined by another ghost, standing in her proper 
place close by his side. They were friendly ghosts, utterly benevo- 
lent, but they were ghosts just the same; with all their integrity they 
could not do the job of work they would have done at Coombargana 


_ if they had been alive. In their mute presence they appealed to me 


to do the job for them. 
That ghosts have power nobody can deny, for as I sat there in 
the warm water they put into my mind the little restaurant known 


_ as Bruno’s in the Earls Court Road, twelve thousand miles from 


Coombargana in the Western District. If you want help you will 
find it there, they told me as I sat in the warm water in a stupor of 
fatigue, and as they stood beside the bath and told me that, arm 
linked in arm as they had been nine years before at Lymington, I 
knew that what they said was true. There was one person and one 
person only who could take my hand as I walked with the gentle 


_ ghosts of Coombargana, who would understand and comfort me, 


who would not be afraid. 
I got out of the bath and went into my room and dressed for my 


_ new life. I put on a grey flannel shirt, the brown-green trousers of a 


grazier, a woollen pullover and a tweed coat. Then I took the case 
in my hand and went down to the hall. 

My father came out of his dressing-room that once had been the 
gunroom to meet me. ‘Morning, Alan,’ he said. “You were up very 
early.’ 

ieee Dad,’ I said. ‘I didn’t go to bed at all. I found a case that 
this girl left behind, with all her papers in it. I’ve got a lot I want 
to tell you before Mother comes to life.’ 

‘We'll go into the study,’ he suggested. 

We went into his study and closed the door. ‘Before we start on 
this I want to put in a call,’ I told him. I picked up the telephone 
and waited while Forfar got Ballarat and Ballarat got an overseas 
radio telephone operator in Melbourne. ‘I want to book a call to 
England,’ I said. ‘It’s a London number, Western 56841, Miss Viola 
Dawson. I shall want about a quarter of an hour.’ 

They repeated it and booked the call, and I put down the handset 
and turned to my father. ‘Hold your hat on, Dad,’ I said. ‘I’m going 
back to England, flying back at once. I don’t expect to be there longer 
than a week or so, and I’ll be coming back here then to live for 


* good.’ 


205 


‘For some reason that I haven’t fathomed, Alan,’ he said drily, 
‘with Miss Viola Dawson, I presume.’ 

I opened the case upon his desk. ‘I hope so,’ I replied. ‘And now 
Pll tell you why.’ 
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This book is a work of fiction. None of the modern 
characters have any existence except in my imagina- 
tion, and no reference to any living person is intended. 

But Haki and Hekja were real people, the first ex- 
plorers of a great country. 

NEVIL SHUTE 


CHAPTER ONE 


This case came before me quite by chance in the spring of last year. 
I was travelling out to Rome for a consultation. I might have saved 
time and fatigue if I had gone by air, but it was early in the year 
and I had decided against it on account of the high winds and rain. 
Instead, I booked a sleeper in the first-class wagon-lit, and left Paris 
on the midday train. 

The journey was a normal one as far as Dijon, and a little way 
beyond. But as the darkness fell and the line began to climb up into 
the Jura mountains the train went slower and slower, with frequent 
stops for no apparent reason. It was that difficult hour in a railway 
train, between tea and dinner, when one is tired of reading, reluctant 
to turn on the lights and face a long, dull evening, and conscious of 
no appetite at all to face another meal. It was raining a little; in the 
dusk the countryside seemed grey and depressing. The fact that the 
train was obviously becoming very late did not relieve the situation. 

Presently we stopped again, and this time for a quarter of an hour. 
Then we began to move, but in the reverse direction. We ran back- 
wards down the line at a slow speed, for perhaps a couple of miles, 
and drew into a little station in the woods that we had passed 
through some time previously. Here we stopped again, this time 
for good. 

I was annoyed, and went out into the corridor to see if I could 
find out what was happening. There was a man there, a very tall, 
lean man, perhaps thirty-five or thirty-six years old. He was leaning 
out of the window. From his appearance I guessed he was an English- 
man, so I touched him on the shoulder, and said, ‘Do you know 
what’s holding us up?’ 

Without turning he said, ‘Half a minute.’ 

There was a good deal of shouting in French going on outside 
between the engine-driver, the guard, the head waiter of the rest- 
aurant car, and the various station officials. I speak French moder- 
ately, but I could make nothing of the broad, shouted vowels at the 
far end of the platform. My companion understood, however, for 
he drew back into the corridor and said: 

‘They’re saying up there that there’s a goods train off the lines 
between here and Frasne. We may have to stay here till morning.’ 
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I was irritated and concerned, and immediately thought, of course, 
that I must telegraph to my colleague in Rome to tell him that I had 
been delayed. I exchanged a few remarks about French railways 
with my new companion, and then said: 

‘You must speak French very well. I couldn’t understand a word 
of what that fellow was shouting.’ | 

He nodded. ‘I worked for some years in the French part of Canada, 
in Quebec. I got used to queer sorts of French out there.’ 

Presently the conductor came down the corridor and repeated to 
us the substance of what we had already learned. He passed on, and 
we stood chatting together for a few minutes. Then I said: 

‘If you're travelling alone, we might have dinner together.’ 

He smiled. ‘I’m all by myself; I should like to. It seems about the 
only thing to do—to have a damn good dinner and make the best 
of it.’ 

I nodded. ‘Well, I'll join you presently. I must see if I can send a 
telegram.’ 

He said, ‘They’ll send it from the booking-office for you.’ | 

I went and sent my telegram, and came back to the train. My 
new acquaintance was still standing in the corridor; from a distance 
I had time to make a quick inspection of him. He was dressed 
quietly and well, in a dark suit. He was a tall man, six feet or six 
foot one in height, of rather a slender build. He had black hair, 
sleek and brushed back from a high forehead. His face was Jean 
and tanned, and rather pleasant. I judged him to be of a highly 
strung, rather sensitive type, probably with a very short reaction 
time. I took him for an officer on leave, possibly in the Air Force. 
It was no surprise to me when I heard later that he was of a Scotch 
family. : 

We chatted for some minutes in the corridor; then they came to 
summon us to dinner and we went through to the restaurant car. 
Darkness had fallen; there was nothing to be seen from the windows 
of the train but the little station platform on one side, and the sway- 
ing of the branches of the trees on the other. We were marooned 
right in the middle of a forest, miles from anywhere. 

I pulled down the blind beside our table, and turned to the wine 
list. ‘It’s a great nuisance, sticking here, like this,’ I said absently, 
studying the card. ‘I ought to have gone out by Imperial Airways.’ 

‘So ought J.’ 

There was a turn in his voice that drew my attention from the 
Burgundy and made me raise my head. 

‘Do you usually go by air?’ 
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__. He hesitated. ‘I ought to explain. I’m one of the Senior Masters 
_ in Imperial Airways. I’m going out to pick up a flying boat at 
_ Brindisi,’ 

I said, ‘Indeed? I should have thought you would have flown 


out.’ 


‘I would have done normally, but all the boats this week are leav- 
ing with full loads. We're doing a lot of business these days.’ He 
paused, and then he said, ‘I don’t suppose you know my name. It’s 
_ Ross— Donald Ross.’ 

___ I smiled. ‘My name is Morgan. I’m going out to Rome.’ 

The waiter came to my elbow, making an interruption; I turned 
again to the wine list, consulted Ross, and gave our order to the 
waiter. Then I turned back to the lean tanned man opposite me. 
‘That's really very interesting. Were you with Imperial Airways 
when you were in Canada?’ 

He shook his head. ‘They don’t operate in Canada. No, that was 
with a much smaller concern, some years ago. In Quebec. We used 
to run down as far as Rimouski, and up to Eastmain and Fort George 
in Hudson Bay, and on to Churchill. Those were the regular routes. 
On special trips, of course, we used to go anywhere —all over the 
north,’ He smiled. “That’s where I learnt my French.’ 

‘But were there many passengers up there?’ 

‘Not many. Trappers and prospectors, mostly, and hunting parties 
in the summer.’ He paused. ‘But then, we carried everything they 
needed: kerosene, mining machinery, sacks of flour, tinned foods, 
petrol, dresses for the squaws, pigs and goats — everything you can 
think of.’ 

‘Extraordinary.’ 

‘It’s cheaper to take those things in by air than by canoe, with 
a portage every ten miles.’ 

The waiter came and took away the soup plates, and brought the 
fish. We ate in silence for a time. I was thinking, not for the first 
time, of the wide lives open to the young men of to-day. With their 
experience behind them, the world should be well governed when 
they come to power. 

In the end I remarked, ‘I’ve lived a very different life to you. 
I’m a psychiatrist — a doctor, of a sort.’ 

He said hesitantly, ‘That means a brain specialist, doesn’t it?’ 

‘That's right.’ 

‘I suppose you're on holiday now?’ 

I said, ‘Not a bit. I’m on my way to Rome for a consultation.’ 

He digested that in silence for a time, probably wondering how 
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much I got for going out to Rome. The fish plates were taken away, 
and they brought the gigot. When the waiter had gone, he said: 

‘You'll forgive me, but I don’t know much about these things. 
Do you do dreams, and all that?’ . . 

I smiled. ‘To some extent. Dreams are useful, if you don’t try to 
read too much into them.’ 

eel Sees) 

We went on with the meal in silence. From time to time I shot a 
glance at my companion; he now had something on his mind. I was 
convinced of that; he was in a brown study. The courses came and 
went; he ate them mechanically, and several times refilled his glass 
with Burgundy. He was not the type to grow irresponsible or excited 
under liquor, but presently I knew, he would begin to talk. He did. 

Over the dessert he said suddenly, ‘Would you say that dreams — 
exceptionally vivid dreams— meant that a chap,was mentally un- 
stable?’ 

I was very cautious in reply. I know that method of approach so 
well. I said: ‘It depends. If a patient reaches a condition when his 
dreams have more reality for him than his waking state — then, of 
course, he may be getting to a point when he will want some help.’ 

For all my care, I could see that he was worried by my answer. 
He was silent for a minute, and then he said: 

‘This only happened once. But it was all so real and vivid that the 
chap thought it was true, although, of course, it was really only a 
dream.’ He paused, and then he said: “Would that mean that the 
patient was abnormal mentally?’ 

I replied, ‘Not necessarily. Many of us have strange experiences 
once or twice in our lives, and we don’t call ourselves abnormal. 
When did this thing happen?’ 

‘Nearly five years ago.’ 

‘And since that time, has the patient been quite normal?’ 

‘Absolutely.’ 

‘No other realistic dreams, or delusions?’ 

‘Nothing at all.’ 

I smiled. ‘Then he should set his mind at rest. Whatever his dream 
was, he’s quite all right.’ I paused, and then I said, ‘The mind heals 
like the body, you know.’ 

He stared at me across the table; there was a strained look about 
him, and I knew we were coming to the root of things. ‘You don’t 
think he’d be likely to go crackers as he got older?’ 

I met his gaze. ‘Not in the least.’ 

‘T see.’ 
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__ I said gently, “We've got a long evening before us. Would you 
like to tell me about it?’ 


Donald Ross is the son of a solicitor of Scotch descent, who was 
killed in 1915 at the battle of Loos. His mother was an Irish girl, 
from somewhere in the neighbourhood of Athlone. She did not 
survive her husband very long, dying of influenza in the epidemic 
of 1918. The young man therefore is of Celtic ancestry on both sides 
of the family, and he was left an orphan at an impressionable age, 
facts which may be significant. 

He was brought up by his aunt, Janet Ross, a tall gaunt spinster 
who lived at Guildford and eked out a tiny income by teaching 
mathematics at a girls’ day school. She made great sacrifices for 
him, being Scotch. Out of her small means she gave him a good 
education, keeping him at schoo] till he was nineteen years of age. 
It was not possible for her to find the money to send him to a board- 
ing school; during his adolescence they lived together in a small 
house in a row upon the outskirts of the town. He seems to have 
been fond of her, so far as was permitted by so bleak a character 
as hers. 

She would have sent him on to Oxford had the funds permitted, 
but that was quite impossible. So she did what seemed to her to be 
the next best thing, and one which coincided with his own desires. 
She sent him into the Royal Air Force for five years, on a short- 
service commission. 

‘Yell live with folks of your ain station in life,’ she said, ‘which 
yell nae do if you bide with me in Guildford. And mind ye make 
gaid use of the time, for it’s costing a mint of money.’ 

He passed into the Royal Air Force without difficulty, for he was 
intelligent and well educated, and superbly fit. He became a pilot 
officer and learned to fly; after a year or so he was promoted to 
flying officer and sent to Egypt. He spent practically the whole of 
his service in Egypt and Iraq. During this time he flew about a 
thousand hours. He had one or two small accidents, but nothing 
serious; he suffered no injuries. He had one slight touch of sunstroke 
at Basra due to going out without his topee; with this he was in 
hospital for about a week. He had no malaria. Being of so spare a 
build, he was not much worried by the heat. 

He left the Royal Air Force with a small gratuity early in 1929. 
At that time aviation was booming in the United States and Canada. 
The rise in stock values brought a great flood of money to the specu- 
lative aviation market, and enterprises were promoted and sub- 
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scribed for companies and air lines of all sorts, the majority of which — 
had very little hope of making profits. This flood of money meant 
the purchase of new aeroplanes in great numbers; with that there 
came the need for men to fly them. For a few months there was an 
acute shortage of experienced pilots in the States and Canada. 

Donald Ross went forward on this tide. With his gratuity he 
crossed the Atlantic economically, and had no difficulty, the day 
that he stepped off the ship, in securing a position as one of seven — 
pilots of the Quebec and Hudson Bay Air Services Incorporated. He 
was business-like and efficient as a pilot, and well liked by the 
management. He stayed with them for four years until the Com-— 
pany, having lost the whole of its capital and a good deal more, 
was finally wound up. 

In those four years Ross learnt a lot about his job. He learnt to 
fly an aeroplane on skis in winter, and on floats in the summer; in 
the awkward intermediate seasons of the break-up and the autumn 
he learnt to dodge the floating ice when putting down his seaplane 
on the water, and to match his floats when he had failed to dodge 
it. He learned to operate an aeroplane in the incredibly severe con- 
ditions of the Canadian winter. With temperatures of thirty below 
and more, he learned that if the oil was not drained from the engine 
and the oil tank within five minutes of landing the machine would 
probably stay where it was till spring, because no power on earth 
would make the solid oil move in the passages and ducts. He learned 
to get his engine started up each morning in the short time of an hour 
and a half, with a firepot in a tent over the nose of the machine, a 
pint of ether, and oil steaming in a can upon the stove ready to 
pour into the tank when the engine fired. 

He learned to deal with drunken French-Canadian and Slovak 
labourers, usually making their first flight, usually sick. He learned 
to deal with stretcher cases going out, with tourists coming in, and 
with imminently pregnant women rushing to the hospital at 
Churchill. He learned how to take live goats and pigs and calves in 
his frail aeroplane without mishap. He learned to speak a little 
Indian and a little Eskimo, mostly by signs, and he learned to repair 
the structure of his aeroplane when it had been damaged by some 
awkward piece of cargo in a spot remote from all repair facilities. 

He learned all these things and a good deal more, but he did not 
learn how to save money. His flying background militated against 
his Scotch descent. Being a pilot he drove a very large two-seater 
Packard round about Quebec; apart from that he had an ice yacht 
and a sailing boat. In the four years that he was in Canada he had 
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two love affairs, neither of which touched him very deeply, both of 
which cost him a good deal of money. As he put it, it was a good 
time while it lasted, but it didn’t last long enough. 

It came to an end in 1933. The Air Line had been declining for 
some time as Canada grew poorer in the slump. As it became more 
difficult to make ends meet the pilots were laid off one by one till 
only two of them were left, Ross and the managing director. Then 
the end came; the machines were seized by creditors in partial pay- 
ment of their claims, and the Company became a memory of a good 
effort stultified by world conditions. 

With many other pilots; Ross decided to go home. Internal air 
lines were beginning to spring up in England; the depression did not 
seem to be so violent over there. He put his affairs in Canada in 
order. The Packard went back to the overstocked, disgruntled dealer 
who had given it to him upon hire purchase, the sailing boat paid 
off his debts, and the ice yacht bought his passage back to Liverpool 
upon a cargo boat. He landed in England with a good outfit of clothes, 
a slight American turn of speech, a vast experience of flying in the 
frozen north, and seventeen pounds, six shillings, and fourpence in 
his pocket. 

He went straight to Aunt Janet at Guildford, glad to be back with 
her again. She greeted him unemotionally but made him genuinely 
welcome. He told her his situation on the first evening and counted. 
his money in her presence; it was a trifle under sixteen pounds. She 
reached across the table and took eight of them. 

*Ye’ll not be needing these,’ she said; ‘I’ll keep the money by me. 
Eight pounds will pay your food and washing for the next three 
months, Donald — maybe four. If ye get another job before that 
time I’ll gie ye back the change.’ 

‘All right,’ he said. ‘But can you do it on that money?’ 

‘Oh aye.’ She sighed. ‘I’d like fine to have you free, Donald, but 
things are deeficult. The lassies dinna take the mathematics as they 
used to. I have but the two afternoons a week to work, this term.’ 

He saw that she was looking tired and frail. He was very sorry that 
he had not run a Chevrolet in Canada. 

It was late in March. He made several journeys up to London on 
a workman’s ticket; within a fortnight he succeeded in getting a job 
as pilot to an air circus. It was not a good job, and it was poorly 
paid. The circus was a very small one, a thin imitation of the highly 
successful National Aviation Day run by Sir Alan Cobham. It was 
financed by an East End clothier, and managed by an unsuccessful 
theatrical producer. It was badly advertised, badly equipped, and 
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badly managed. It started operations in the Midlands at the end of 
April; within the first week two children had been killed, wantonly 
and unnecessarily, at Leamington. At the end of the second week 
Ross left the show, without his money. 

He went to see his friend Clarke at the Guild of Air Pilots. 

‘The thing’s a regular menace,’ he declared indignantly. “There’s 
no discipline, and no maintenance, and no money in the show. The 
ships aren’t even airworthy, let alone the rest. They’re trying to 
run on motor gasoline.’ 

‘“Petrol” in this country, old boy.’ 

‘ “Petrol,” then. And there isn’t an air-speed indicator working in 
the whole outfit.’ : 

‘Why did you leave them? What reason did you give?’ 

‘I told them I was afraid of being killed. And that’s the truth.’ 

The other smiled. ‘They still owe you fifteen pounds, do they?’ 

‘That’s right.’ ‘ 

‘ll ring up Morrison and see if he can help you. What are you 
going to do now?’ 

‘Anything that I can get.’ 

The other nodded slowly, tapping his pencil on the table. “You’re 
a bit late for this season, you know. Most operators have booked up 
the pilots they want this year.’ 

‘I know that. But I couldn’t stay on in that show. Better to be a 
live coward than a dead hero.’ 

‘Of course new things are always coming up. I’ll let you know 
if I hear of anything.’ 

‘Good enough. Let it be soon.’ 

The other glanced at him keenly. ‘It’s like that, is it?’ 

‘A bit.’ 

‘All right. I'll let you know the minute that I hear of anything that 
would suit you.’ & 

Ross went back to Guildford, and began writing letters in answer 
to the advertisements for pilots in the flying papers. For want of 
other occupation he took to the domestic life. He got up early in 
the morning and cooked breakfast for Aunt Janet before she went 
to work at the school; he swept and dusted for an hour after break- 
fast, and washed the kitchen floor. Later in the morning he went 
marketing with her shopping basket, and returned in time to lay the 
lunch. The work amused him, and kept him from worrying too 
much about the future. She had sense enough to realize this and 
acquiesced in this disturbance of her household, grumbling and find- 
ing fault with all he did. 
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_ ‘I doubt ye’ll never make a housewife, Donald,’ she would say, 
‘buying butter at elevenpence the pound.’ 

“What ought I to have got, Aunt Janet?’ 

“Why, Sunray Margarine of course. Threepence three-farthings for 
the half pound. There’s no reason to go buying a whole pound at 


~ once.’ 


A fortnight later, when he was worrying about his future a good 
deal, a telegram arrived from Clarke. It read: 


CONTACT LOCKWOOD PAUL’S COLLEGE OXFORD FOR JOB PILOT GREEN- 
LAND EXPEDITION. 


He sat down in the kitchen on a chair and stared at the message. 
A great feeling of relief swept over him, succeeded by a pleasurable 
anticipation. His first reaction was that a Greenland expedition 
would suit exactly the experience that he had. He knew all the 
hazards of flying aeroplanes and seaplanes in the north, the diffi- 
culties of maintenance. Very few pilots in England had the know- 


_ ledge of such things that he had. He could hold a job like that if any- 


body could, and do well in it. Perhaps the pay might not be very 
good, but then the cost of living would be practically nil. It would 
be difficult to spend much money in Greenland. 

- In his later reflections there was solid genuine pleasure. That was 
the time just after the successful British Arctic Air Route Expedition, 
and very soon after the tragic death of its leader in Greenland in the 
following year. Greenland was in the news; Ross, and the world 
with him, knew all about these Greenland expeditions. They were 
recruited from young men, very young; at the age of twenty-nine, 
Ross might well be older than any other member of the party. It 
would be a light-hearted affair of youth, a brave business nonchal- 
antly carried out. It would probably be a year of freedom from 
anxiety and of good fellowship; a time that he would look back 
upon with pleasure for the remainder of his life. 

The name Lockwood meant nothing to him. At that time he had 
very little knowledge of the universities. From the first he was pre- 
pared to find that this man Lockwood was much younger than he 
was himself; he would have to adjust himself to that. He did not 
think he would have any difficulty in doing so. 

In any case he must get on with this at once. There was no time 
to be lost. He mustn’t let a chance like this one slip away. 

His aunt’s house had no telephone, of course. He went and changed 
into a dark lounge suit, packed a dinner jacket and a few things for 
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the night into a suitcase, and caught the next train up to London. 
He telephoned to Clarke from Waterloo. 

‘I don’t know any more about it than I said in the telegram,’ Clarke 
told him. ‘We got the letter in the post this morning, and I thought 
of you at once. The letter just asks if we can recommend a pilot for 


an air expedition to Greenland. It’s a funny sort of phrase to use- 


an air expedition.’ 

Ross frowned. ‘Who is this chap Lockwood — do you know?’ 

‘I’ve no idea. I’ve never heard of him before.’ 

‘Well, anyway, I’m going after it. It’s just the sort of thing I want.’ 

‘I thought you'd feel like that. Would you like me to send him a 
telegram ?’ 

‘If you would. I’m speaking from Waterloo; I thought of going 
down to Oxford right away.’ 

‘That’s the stuff. Nothing like getting after these things right away. 
I'll send him a wire to say you're coming.’ % 

Ross went by underground to Paddington, and took the next 
train down to Oxford. He got there about five o’clock. He did 
not know the city and he had no money to spare for a taxi; he 
enquired the way to St Paul’s College, and walked up from the 
station carrying his suitcase. 

It was the middle of May and a warm, sunny afternoon. The 
streets seemed to be full of young men and young women dash- 
ing about on bicycles. It struck Ross as a very pleasant town. 
The grey stone walls of the colleges stood cheek by jowl with 
very large shops and enormous cinemas; before them the streets 
were packed with cars. On that sunny evening there was an 
atmosphere of wealth, virility, and youth about the place. It seemed 
to Ross to be a busy, cheerful town; he wished that he knew more 
about it. 

He was amused to see a hansom cab, the first that he had seen 
since he was ten years old. He stood and watched it as it ambled 
down the street. 

He found St Paul’s College and asked at the lodge for Mr Lockwood. 

‘I don’t think Mr Lockwood’s in his rooms, sir. You might find 
him at his house.’ 

“Where is that?’ 

‘In Norham Gardens.’ 

‘And where's that?’ 

The porter told him. ‘I'll ring up the house, sir, if you like, and 
find out if he’s at home.’ 

‘Thanks a lot.’ 


218 


There was an interval while the porter telephoned. Ross stood by 
__ the lodge and looked around him. He had never seen a college before. 
He saw a grey stone, cloistered quad with a carpet of very smooth 
green turf in the middle; in the centre of this there was a little round 
pond with goldfish in it, and a fountain of weathered stone. Above 
the cloister there were rooms with open windows; on the window- 
sill a young man was carefully painting golf-balls white, and arrang- 
ing them in a row to dry. At another window a young man was 
talking earnestly to a girl, a very young girl with a queer black cap 
upon her head. Somewhere there was a gramophone playing dance 
music. 

The porter came to him. ‘Mr Lockwood said, would you go down 
to his house, sir?’ 

‘All right.’ 

He turned and walked down through the pleasant streets still 
carrying his bag. He found Norham Gardens after walking for a 
quarter of an hour, and stopped for a moment before the house. A 
puzzled little frown appeared between his eyes; this was not at all 
the sort of house he had expected. It was a very large, brick house 
half covered in ivy; the brickwork was ornamented at the corners 
with stone insets. It had a Gothic stone porch over the front door, 
giving it a half-hearted medieval effect; before the house there were 
a few clipped laurels. The path up to the door had been newly laid 
with gravel; the steps were very white, and the brass upon the door 
was very clean. It looked a solid, prosperous, substantial house, 
built in the more spacious Victorian age, and kept up in the manner 
that its style demanded. It was not quite the house that he had 
expected to find as the home of the young leader of a Greenland 
expedition. Unless, of course, there was a son. 

His immediate reception did nothing to encourage him. A grey- 
haired old servant, infinitely prim and neat in a black dress and a 
white cap and apron, opened the door to him. 

Ross said, ‘Can I see Mr Lockwood?’ 

She eyed him severely. ‘Mr Lockwood is giving a tutorial,’ she 
said. ‘You can’t see him now.’ 

Ross said mildly, ‘I think he’s expecting me. They rang him up 
from the college a quarter of an hour ago. He asked me to come 
down here.’ 

She looked very doubtful, but motioned him to enter. “Wait here,’ 
she said, indicating the exact position on the hall carpet. I’ll see 
how long it will be before he will be free.’ 

She went up to a door opening off the large hall, and knocked 
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reverently. A murmur of voices inside ceased, with a clearer invita- 
tion to come in. The old parlourmaid slipped inside the door, and — 
closed it behind her. 

Ross was left standing in the hall alone. He was bewildered. This 
was like his headmaster’s house at the Guildford school. He must 
have come to the wrong place. 

The elderly maid came out again, and closed the door softly 
behind her. ‘Mr Lockwood will see you in a little while,’ she said 
primly. ‘Now, will you wait in here? No, leave your bag there.’ She 
led him to a drawing-room, opened the door, and showed him in. 
The door was closed carefully behind him. 

The drawing-room was unoccupied, and a little cold. It was a 
large, white room opening with french windows on to a garden. 
Deep brocaded chairs and settees stood about the room, each cushion 
uncreased and most beautifully smooth. Ross felt that it would be 
a social blunder to sit down on any of those chairs. The room itself 
seemed hardly meant for use. It was too precious. A fine gilded 
clock under a glass bowl] swung a low pendulum upon a pure white 
marble mantelpiece; in a corner a white marble head of Justinian 
stood five feet from the ground on a white marble column. A long 
case of Sévres china stretched along one wall. A fine oil painting of 
the Colosseum at sunset occupied another wall. It was a fine, wealthy 
room, furnished in advanced Victorian taste. It was a room in which 
one could have entertained royalty, and it looked as if it had never 
been used for anything else. 

The pilot moved over to the window, and looked out into the 
garden. It was a large suburban garden between high brick walls, 
with a couple of fine old beech trees at the end of it. It was infinitely 
neat and tidy. The flowers stood regimented in the beds.in neat array. 
The lawn was mown and trimmed as primly as a tablecloth. In the 
shade of the beech trees two cane chairs and a cane table stood 
mathematically arranged upon the lawn, with a polished brass ash- 
tray precisely in the middle of the table. The centre of the lawn was 
laid out for clock golf, the figures beautifully white. 

Ross turned away depressed. He was sensitive to atmosphere, and 
this atmosphere was far removed from that of flying seaplanes in 
the north. However, he took a small grain of comfort from one 
feature of the place. It might be frigid and schoolmasterly, but it 
was not a poor house. Seaplane-flying cost a lot of money. No one 
knew that better than Ross. 

He waited for some time, puzzled and a little worried. 

Presently there was a sound of movements in the hall outside; a 
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door opened and closed. A few minutes later the elderly parlour- | 
‘maid came to him. 
“Would you kindly step this way?’ 
He followed her out into the hall. She knocked at the study door, 
‘waited for a moment, and then showed him in. 
- Ross went forward into a large room. The walls were lined with 
books and the furniture was dark, but the room was light and airy 
from very large windows opening on to the garden. A man got up 
from the desk and came to meet him, a man about fifty-five or sixty 
eid of age. For his years he was a well-set-up man, tall and broad- 
shouldered, with iron-grey hair thin on the top but still not bald. 
He was clean-shaven, with a firm, slightly humorous expression; he 
wore rimless glasses. 

He came towards Ross, holding the glasses in one hand. 

‘Ross? Good afternoon —I’m sorry you had to wait so long. It’s 
Captain Ross, I suppose?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘Plain Mr Ross,’ he replied. ‘I was only 
a flying officer.’ 

Lockwood said vaguely, ‘Oh, really? I thought all you flying 
people were captains.’ He motioned to a chair. ‘You’ve been very 
prompt coming down. I only wrote to the — the — er—the Guild or 
something or other yesterday. Or was it the day before? No, it was 
yesterday.’ 

Ross smiled. ‘I was very interested when I heard what you had 
written to them.’ 

‘Capital — capital. Have you had tea, Mr Ross?’ 

The pilot hesitated. ‘Well, I haven’t. But don’t bother about that 
for me. I don’t often take it.’ 

The other pulled a watch, a silver hunter, from the pocket of his 
rather shabby waistcoat, opened it in his palm, and looked at it. 
‘Oh, it’s only six o’clock.’ He rang the bell; the parlourmaid appeared 
almost immediately. ‘Tea,’ he said. He turned to Ross. ‘Do you like 

‘Indian or China tea, Mr Ross?’ 

‘Well, as a matter of fact, I like Indian. But it really doesn’t 
matter.’ 

‘Indian for Mr Ross, Emily, and China for me.’ 

He made the pilot sit in a deep leather chair, and sank down him- 
self into the chair at his desk. ‘I understand that you know all about 
aeroplanes, Mr Ross,’ he said conversationally. 

The pilot said cautiously, ‘I’ve been messing about in them for 
quite a while. I was in the Air Force for five years, mostly in Iraq. 

Since then I’ve been flying for the last four years in Canada.’ 
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‘In Canada? How interesting.’ 

Ross had nothing to say to that. 

The don put on his glasses. “Well, now let’s get to business.’ He 
bent down, pulled open one of the drawers of his desk, and took 
out a large, untidy portfolio. He put this on the desk before him — 
and opened it; it was stuffed with a great mass of manuscript. He 
turned these papers over talking half to himself as he did so. “There 
are several things here that I must show you presently. But this — 
no, this—and where is the other one? Where can it be? Here we 
are. These two will do to start with.’ * 

He thrust two large photographs across the desk to Ross. ‘Now, — 
what do you make of those?’ r 

The pilot took them in silence. One was an air view of a field, 
taken vertically downwards from about two thousand feet, with — 
a bit of wood across one corner of the area. There was nothing on | 
the photograph to show where it was. The other was an oblique 
downwards view taken from a lower altitude, possibly from a hill- 
top, of a barren-looking stretch of land running into the sea at a 
little promontory. Again there was no information on the print. 

The pilot looked at these two photographs in silence, and his heart — 
sank. It was clear that he was expected to say something intelligent, — 
and at first glance he could think of nothing to say. They were just 
photographs. He was no good at puzzle pictures, but he couldn’t 
say that. He scrutinized them in silence; there must be something in 
the prints to connect them with each other, or they would not have 
been given to him together. Presently he remarked: 

‘I don’t know what these are of course, I see there seems to be a 
similar pattern here. The lumps and ridges in this field make a sort 
of cross in double lines with a circular thing in the middle. And in 
this other one there seems to be the same pattern, in a kind of way. 
Is that what you mean?’ 

Lockwood smiled gently, and took the photographs from him, 
scrutinizing them himself. “You have remarkably sharp eyes, Mr 
Ross. But I suppose you must be very well accustomed to air photo- 
graphy ?’ 

Ross hesitated. ‘I’ve done about a hundred hours of survey flying. 
But I’m not a skilled photographer —I only did the flying. I’ve seen 
a good bit of it, of course.’ 

The other nodded. ‘You must have done. Very few people see the 
connection between these photographs at first sight.’ 

He raised his head, and stared at the pilot over the top of his glasses. 
He held up one of the photographs. ‘This one of the field is the 
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fremains of the Celtic monastery of Imchuin, near Galway in Ire- 
land.’ He held up the other. ‘This one is a part of Brattalid.’ 

Ross asked, “Where is that?’ 

_ ‘It was the original centre of the Eastern Settlement of the Nor- 

_Wegians, in Greenland.’ 

; He mused over the photographs. ‘Imchuin was completed in the: 
_~year 932,’ he said. ‘According to the Landnamabok the Norwegians. 
_ went to Greenland fifty years later.’ 

There was a silence. Ross hesitated to break it, afraid of speaking, 
foolishly. He had never heard of the Landnamabok. He sat in his. 

“chair trying to work out what the don was driving at; presently he: 

_ ventured: 

‘Do you mean that there is a connection between Galway andi 

_ Greenland? Is that what these photographs show?’ 

__ The don stared at him over his glasses. ‘It may be so. But what. 

_ sort of connection ?’ 

_ The pilot shook his head. ‘I don’t know anything about these- 
things. But I suppose these marks in the field in the one print, and 

on the moor in the other —I suppose those are the walls of ruined! 

: buildings, aren’t they?’ 

‘So I think,’ 

‘I don’t know if I’m speaking out of turn. But if the buildings are 

_ the same design, I suppose the same folks might have built the one- 
as built the other.’ 

Lockwood eyed him keenly. ‘In a very few words, Mr Ross, that is: 
the suspicion.’ He took up the Brattalid photograph and thrust it 
across the desk. ‘There’s nothing Nordic about that. Pure Celtic,. 
every line of it. Look at it for yourself.’ 

The pilot took it diffidently. ‘I suppose that is so.’ 

The other leaned his arms upon the desk. ‘The early Irish, Mr- 
Ross, were very much greater travellers than is generally supposed.. 
They had a civilization, forms of religion, and a culture far in 
advance of this country at that time. Their literature - they had a 
great literature — is full of references to the Happy Lands. Aircthech, 
the beautiful place, which lay far out over the Atlantic to the west. 
The Elysian Fields, Mr Ross—the land beyond the sunset, where 
everything was clean and good, and happy. It was a cardinal part 
of their beliefs that such a place existed. They were always trying: 
to find it, always sailing out into the sea in search of it.’ 

He was silent for a moment; when he spoke again it was in a 
softer tone. ‘They never found it, Mr Ross. They found Iceland. That" 

_ was not the place they were looking for, but they built towns there,. 
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and monasteries, Mr Ross— monasteries.’ He paused. ‘Did they go 
farther, and find Greenland? There’s our problem.’ 

He picked up the Brattalid print again. ‘And now we have this 
photograph. One little piece of evidence, taken almost by chance. 
It was the merest chance it came to me. But there it is. It’s like a little 
chink of light in a dark room, seen through the crack of a door.’ He 
eyed the pilot steadily. ‘I’m going to pull that door a little wider 
open, Mr Ross. There’s something waiting here to be found out.’ 

There was silence in the study after that. Absently the pilot took 
a cigarette packet from his pocket, pulled one out, and lit it mech- 
anically. Suddenly he was confused. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said awk- 
wardly. ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ 

‘By all means.’ The older man picked up a battered half-smoked 
pipe himself and lit it. 

Ross said, ‘What do you want to do?’ a 

The don blew out his match, and puffed a cloud of smoke front 
his foul pipe. Presently he said, ‘Archeology to-day depends upon 
air photographs. I want an air survey made of the entire Brattalid 
district — say, forty miles long by fifteen miles wide. While that is 
going on I want to spend a month upon the site myself.’ 

‘I see. Where is this place Brattalid ?’ 

‘About seventy miles north-west of Julianehaab. Not far from 
Cape Desolation.’ 

‘Oh.’ There was a momentary silence. ‘That’s on the south-west 
coast, isn’t it?’ 

‘That is so.’ 

They sat and smoked in silence for a time; the pilot stared at the 
books upon the wall in front of him. It was not the job that he had 
thought it would be. There would be none of the good young fellow- 
ship that he had looked forward to, nor would there even be the 
comradeship of a commercial company. It would be a lone-hand 
expedition; he would be a sort of private pilot, engaged fora rela- 
tively short job. But what a job! Already he could see that the whole 
work of the expedition would inevitably fall on him. He would have 
to do everything — organization, flying, photography — every single 
thing except the archzeology. He knew from his experience that the 
work would be immensely hard, the responsibility enormous, and 
the danger to life quite considerable. He had too long an experience 
of the north to undertake this lightly. 

His mind went off at a tangent, and he said, ‘Didn’t you say this 
was the Eastern Settlement?’ 

*Yies,’ 
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__ “Cape Desolation’s on the west side of Greenland.’ 
‘I know. But the early Norwegians called it the Eastern Settlement, 
_all the same. There was another up the coast to the north-west, by 
_ Godthaab — they called that the Western Settlement.’ 
oe dsee? 
_ There was another silence. Presently Ross said, ‘When do you 
_ Want to go?’ 
‘This summer. I am told that August is the best month for weather. 
_I want to be there for the whole of August.’ 

The pilot raised his eyebrows. ‘You've left mighty little time for 
preparation. It’s the middle of May now.’ 

‘Is that so short a time? I should have thought that it was ample.’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘It’s very short.’ He thought about it for 
a minute. ‘How do you propose to get the machine out there? Put 
it on a boat, or fly it out?’ 

The don looked at him uncertainly. ‘I’m afraid I really hadn’t 
thought about it. The boats are so very irregular — I had assumed that 
we should fly out in the machine.’ 

Ross thought of the pack ice off the Greenland coast, and thought 
grimly to himself that this was going to be a lot of fun. He nodded 
slowly, and said aloud, ‘How many of us will there be?’ 

Lockwood hesitated. ‘I should like to take an assistant, but he 
isn’t really essential. The basic points are —I must go myself, and we 
must get a good set of photographs. Then, during the winter I can 
study the air photographs, in preparation for a digging party next 
year.’ He paused. ‘This air survey is really a preliminary to the main 
work, which will be next year.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘I see.’ 

Presently he said, ‘Have you considered at all what a survey like 
this is going to cost?’ 

The archzologist shook his head. ‘I really have very little idea. © 
How much would it cost?’ 

Ross had to think quickly. He liked Lockwood, in spite of the fact 
that the don was grossly ignorant of what he was proposing. The 
pilot could see a mass of difficulties ahead already. Still, he liked 
the man and he liked the idea of the expedition; in spite of all the 
difficulties and dangers, he would like to have a crack at it. He did 
not want to kill the proposition at this stage by giving an inflated 
cost. What would it run out to, now? He would have to have a 
single-engined cabin seaplane. He could pick up a Bellanca or a 
Cosmos second-hand in Canada for five or six thousand dollars in 
that time of slump — not much to look at, but sound enough. Petrol, 
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oil, shipping the seaplane and erecting it, moorings to be laid at all : 
the harbours they would visit — the camera, and all the photographic 
gear; the making up of the mosaic from a couple of thousand photo- 
graphs. He calculated quickly in his head. } 

‘I think you’d have to reckon on at least four thousand pounds,’ 
he said. r: 

To his relief Lockwood smiled. ‘These expeditions always cost 
more than one thinks,’ he observed. ‘You'll have to talk it over with 
my brother.’ 

‘Oh!’ 

The pilot ground his cigarette out in an ash-tray. “You won't mind 
if I speak plainly?’ 

The other looked surprised. ‘Not at all, Mr Ross.’ 

Ross said, ‘I’m not sure that you quite realize what it is that you're 
proposing.’ : 4 

The don nodded slowly. ‘Would the flight be so difficult?’ 

The pilot said, ‘It’s not impossible, but it’s very unusual. Only 
four or five aeroplanes have ever been to Greenland, and those have 
met with difficulties and troubles that you don’t get normally. Main- 
tenance is difficult, because there’s literally nothing there at all. The 
ice is a devil, I believe. The machines that have been there have been 
taken by powerful and wealthy expeditions after six months of 
preparatory work. And even then they had difficulties, and crashes. 
You want to go without the backing of a ground expedition, and 
with only six or seven weeks from now before we have to start.’ 

Lockwood took off his glasses and polished them on his handker- 
chief. “There seems to be more difficulties than I had supposed,’ he 
said mildly. 

Ross smiled. ‘I think that is so. Don’t think I’m saying that the 
flight can’t be done, or that we can’t get your photographs. I think 
we probably can. But you'll have to realize from the start that 
there’s a good bit of risk about it.’ 

The don said, ‘I suppose you mean — danger to life?’ 

The pilot shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, of course, there’s that as 
well. It won’t be safe as sitting in this chair. But I wasn’t thinking 
about that. I was thinking of the money risk. You may spend 
thousands of pounds, and still get no results. We may get out there, 
and lose the ship at her moorings in a gale of wind. We may crash 
her. Anything could happen on a flight like that, with any pilot 
that you like to give the job to. Then you'll have spent your money,. 
but you won’t have any photographs to show for it.’ 

There was a momentary silence. 
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‘But is there any other way to get these photographs?’ 

The pilot laughed shortly. ‘No, there’s not. To get a survey of that 
_ district, somebody’s got to take a machine there and do the job.’ 

“Well, that’s what I want to do.’ The don looked curiously at the 
pilot. 

The pilot looked with equal curiosity at the don. ‘If that’s your 
angle on it,’ he said, ‘it suits me. I’d like a job like that.’ 

“Would you say that there is a reasonably good chance of success?’ 

__ Ross sat silent for a minute or two, weighing up the conditions. 
At last, ‘I think so,’ he said slowly. ‘August is the best month for a 
trip like that. We may make it very easily, or we may have a rough 
time. You want to stay there for a month and get the photographs. 
I should say it’s better than a fifty-per-cent chance.’ 

He turned to the older man. ‘When did you want to start?’ 

‘I must keep it all within the Long Vacation. I could leave here at 
the end of July, and I must be back here at the end of September.’ 

The pilot smiled slowly, ‘It’s lucky your Long Vacation isn’t in 
the winter.’ 

The older man looked at him mildly. ‘I suppose that would make 

it more difficult.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Yes.’ There seemed to be nothing else to say. 

Lockwood got up and walked over to the french windows. He 
stood there looking out into the garden, eye-glasses in hand, deep in 
thought. At last he said, “You’ve given mea good deal to think about, 
Mr Ross. What are your movements? You'll stay here for the night?’ 

‘T will if you want me to.’ 

‘Good. I have to dine in Hall — you might care to come along. Then, 
perhaps, we can talk about it again in the morning.’ 

Ross said, ‘There’s just one thing about it. If we’re going to go 
this summer, we've got to make a snap decision — now. To-morrow, 
at the latest.’ He turned to the older man. ‘Don’t think I’m trying 
to rush you into this, but time is really very short indeed. I'll tell 
you what we've got to do, if you like.’ 

The other said, ‘I don’t suppose that I should understand you. 
But I see what you mean. I will make up my mind to-morrow, Mr 
Ross. Then if I decide to go, you must go and talk the details over 
with my brother.’ 

‘Where is that?’ 

The don looked at him curiously. ‘In Coventry. You’ve heard of 
the Lockwood Tube and Wire Company ?’ 

The pilot blinked. ‘Is that the same?’ 

‘Certainly it is. Sir David Lockwood is my elder brother.’ 
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For the second time that afternoon Ross had to re-arrange his — 
ideas. He knew that Lockwoods were the largest makers of high- — 
grade steel tube in the kingdom; they had an enormous business in 
aviation. He knew a good deal about the tubes. He knew a little 
about Coventry, too; they were hard nuts up there. Instinctively he 
knew that they would scrutinize his record and his competence. 
They would make enquiries at the Air Ministry; the pilot for Sir 
Daivd Lockwood’s brother would have to know his stuff. Well, he 
was not afraid of that. Much more important was the money side. 
While he had been talking to the don he had been desperately afraid 
of that. The flight would be a difficult one; to enter into it without 
sufficient money would be a nightmare. But with Lockwood Tubes 
in the background the flight became a different proposition alto- 
gether. Immediately it seemed to him to be considerably safer. 

They talked a little longer about archeology, of which Ross knew 
nothing; then Lockwood showed the pilot to his room. It was a large 
and comfortable bedroom on the first floor, furnished in Victorian ~ 
style with heavy dark mahogany chairs and wardrobes. The linen 
on the bed was very soft to the touch and smelt of lavender; there 
were little lavender sacks in the empty drawers. The old parlour- 
maid carried up his bag; presently she brought him hot water in a 
polished brass can. Ross changed into his dinner jacket, moody and 
a little depressed. It seemed to him that there was nothing in that 
house in keeping with a Greenland expedition. 

He went down to the study; the deep carpet on the stairs made no 
sound. Lockwood was there before him; on a side table there was 
a decanter with glasses. 

‘A glass of sherry, Mr Ross?’ 

‘I should like one.’ 

The older man poured out the sherry. ‘My daughter is dining out,’ 
he said conversationally. ‘It’s the Bach Choir to-night.’ 

Ross said, ‘Oh, really?’ 

For the first time he wondered what the family consisted of. It was 
a curious un-lived-in house, apart from the study. Probably, he 
thought, the wife was dead, and this girl kept house for her father. 
‘Are you interested in music, Mr Ross?’ 

_ The pilot shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know anything about 
it.’ 

‘My daughter is a great musician. They’re doing Beethoven 
to-night — the Fifth Symphony,’ 

Ross said again, ‘Oh, really?’ and drank his sherry. He felt awk- 
ward and tongue-tied, out of his depth. He was powerless to keep his 
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_ end up in this sort of conversation, and he looked forward apprehen- 
_ sively to dinner in college. 

___ However, the evening passed off better than he had expected. They 
_ walked down to the college in the mellow evening sunshine, and 
_ drank another glass of sherry with the dons in the Senior Common 
_ Room. Presently Ross found himself seated at dinner at the high 
table in Hall above a crowd of two or three hundred undergraduates. 
On his right hand was a young don much the same age as he was 
himself, who was an officer in the Royal Air Force Reserve, and who 
talked about the games system in Canadian high schools. Ross got 
on all right with him, and appreciated Lockwood’s tact in making 
_ the arrangement. On his left was an elderly man whose subject 
seemed to be wood. The pilot was able to maintain a short discus- 
sion on the trees of Northern Canada. He got on better than he had 
expected, but it was a relief to him when it was over. 

He walked back in the twilight with Lockwood to the house in 
Norham Gardens. The streets were very quiet; the whole town 
seemed to be at peace. On the way the don said, ‘I have been thinking 
about our talk this afternoon. It’s evidently more of an undertaking 
than I had supposed. But I see no reason why we should not go.’ 

Ross said, ‘Apart from the money side of it, there is no reason. 
We should be able to do what you want. If we fail, I think it will be 
because of something that we can’t provide against — blizzards, or 
a bad season for the ice or something like that.’ 

They walked on in silence for a time. “We'll talk about it again 
to-morrow morning after breakfast,’ said Lockwood. ‘I shall have 
made up my mind by then.’ 

They went into the house; a light showed beneath the study door. 
‘My daughter is home before us,’ said the older man. They passed 
through the hall into the lit room. 

‘Alix,’ said Lockwood. ‘This is Mr Ross, who has come to talk 
to me about Greenland.’ 

The girl got up, and held out her hand. ‘Good evening, Mr 
Ross.’ 

She was a girl of medium height with grey eyes and pale-yellow 
hair, worn long and arranged in two coils at the sides of her head. 
She had a high forehead accentuated by the style of her hair, and 
a long serious face with rather a determined chin. She had a good 
figure concealed and stultified by an unpleasing purple dress with a 
little frill of lace arranged around the throat. She had slender legs 
encased in grey stockings; on her feet she wore black buckled shoes, 
plain, sensible, clumsy and very ugly. She had been sitting in a deep 
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armchair and drinking Ovaltine; a violin in a case lay on the floor — 
beside her. 

Lockwood said, ‘Whisky and soda, Mr Ross?’ 

‘Thanks,’ 

The don crossed to a side table and began manipulating the 
decanter and siphon. Over his shoulder he said to the girl, ‘How did 
the Symphony go?’ 

She said, ‘Oh —all right, but for the third movement, I wish he’d 
do something about the ’cellos.’ She brushed the hair back from her — 
forehead. ‘We did the Sibelius thing afterwards.’ 

“Was the Master there?’ 

‘I didn’t see him.’ 

She turned to Ross faintly hostile. ‘Do you play any instrument, 
Mr Ross?’ 

He had once played drums, cymbals, and triangle in the jazz band 
of his Wing in Iraq, but he did not dare to say so. Instead he felt 
awkward and said, ‘I’m afraid I don’t.’ . 

She smiled, a little frigidly. “‘We’re both very keen on music. My 
father finds it a great relaxation.’ , 

The pilot took the glass handed to him and held it tight. There at 
least was something that he understood. ‘I’m sure it must be.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Mr Ross is a flying man, my dear. We’ve had a 
very interesting talk this afternoon. . 

She said coldly, ‘I hope you aren’t going to fly over Oxford, Mr 
Ross. There was a wretched aeroplane this evening — right in the 
middle of the second movement. We were all furious.’ 

She hated aeroplanes and motor bicycles. She could remember a 
time, when she had been a little girl after the war, when you hardly 
ever heard an aeroplane, and motor bicycles were few and far 
between. Then you could really listen to music, lose yourself in it, 
become submerged in it entirely. Now, that was hardly possible. 
You were roused from the dream sharply, irritatingly, by the infernal 
clamour of an engine in the air or on the road. In summer-time, by 
day or night, it was now impossible to listen to music without 
interruption from the skies. Only in winter, in the windy rainy 
nights, when even the big bombers stayed on the ground, was it 
possible to lose yourself in music, as it had been when she was a 
child. 

Ross said, ‘It must be a frightful nuisance in a place like this.’ 

Lockwood asked, ‘Isn’t it possible to silence aeroplanes like motor- 
cars?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘It’s the prop that makes the noise — the 
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__ thin sections buzzing round. It’s like a siren. It’s not easy to see how 
_ you can deal with that. Nobody would like to see them silenced more 
_ than the pilots.’ 

_ The girl said irritably, ‘If they can’t keep them quiet, they might 
at least keep them away from civilized places.’ 

She got to her feet and picked up her violin case. ‘I think I’m going 
up,’ she said. ‘It’s been a bit tiring.’ She went over and kissed her 
father; then she turned to Ross. ‘Breakfast at nine, Mr Ross. Daddy 
will show you your bathroom.’ 

She turned away. ‘Good night. Don’t sit up too late, Daddy.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Good night, my dear.’ 

She closed the door behind her. A feeling of constraint was lifted 
from the men; to Ross her departure was a conscious relief. ‘Keeping 
the aeroplane away from civilized places comes rather appro- 
priately,’ he said, smiling. ‘There’s not much civilization where you 
think of going.’ 

The other shook his head. ‘I imagine not.’ 

The pilot considered for a moment. ‘That’s another aspect of it,’ 
he said. ‘I don’t suppose we should find any buildings out at this 
place Brat —Brat—~ 

‘Brattalid.’ 

‘Brattalid. We should have to make a camp and live in tents. I’d 
hope to be able to get natives — Eskimos to come and do the work 
for us, but it may be that we should have to depend upon ourselves. 
Are you prepared for that?’ 

‘Oh, I think so. I did a good deal of field work when I was younger, 
in Arabia, and in Crete.’ 

They went upstairs to bed. Ross lay between the lavender-scented 
sheets for a long time before putting out his reading light, staring 
over to the far side of the room. There would be a most terrific lot 
of work in this thing, if it ever came off. The few words that they 
had exchanged about the camp had opened up a whole new vista. 
Apart from all the work of flying and maintaining the seaplane he 
would have to see to all the camping gear, the clothing of his pas- 
senger, the food supplies. Most of this stuff would have to come 
with them in the machine, unless he could arrange to get it shipped 
to Julianehaab or Ivigtut in time for their arrival. Then there were 
the petrol and the oil supplies— arrangements must be made for 
shipping those. And then a mooring for the seaplane must be laid 
at every place they were to go to. 

What was really needed was a small supporting expedition to go 
ahead of them by ship, to meet the machine at Julianehaab, to make 
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the camp for them and help him with the seaplane. If he could get 
a really good photographer, one who was used to seaplanes, he would 
be a godsend to them. ee 

He wondered what sort of place Julianehaab would prove to be. 

He supposed they all spoke Danish there. 

He slept. 

He woke early, slept again for a few minutes, and woke finally 
at about a quarter past seven. Breakfast was not till nine, but he 
could not remain in bed till then. He got up, had a bath, shaved, and 
was downstairs by about twenty minutes past eight. The aged par- 
lourmaid was doing out the study; she gave him a black look. To 
escape her he went out into the garden. 

For a time he walked up and down the lawn in the sun, looking 
at the flowers, and enjoying the cool freshness of the morning. He 
reflected that these Oxford people knew how to, make themselves 
comfortable. But then, of course, with Lockwood Tubes in the back- 
ground a man could make himself comfortable anywhere. 

He wondered what sort of a reception he would get at Coventry. 
_ From her bedroom window Alix saw him walking up and down 

the lawn, and her lips tightened a little. There was a difficult little 
matter that she had to deal with; she might as well take this oppor- 
tunity and get it over. Indeed it looked a good one. She finished dress- 
ing quickly, gave a final pat to the heavy coils over her ears, and 
went down to the garden. 

He saw her coming, dressed in a black serge skirt and a black-and- 
white-striped blouse that made her look middle-aged. He wondered 
absently if anyone had ever told her what a frump she looked. Those 
stockings, and those shoes. He supposed that that was what they 
did at Oxford. He wondered how old she was — somewhere between 
twenty and twenty-five probably, but she looked older. He did not 
care much about her, but he went to meet her with a smile. 

‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘It certainly is a lovely day. I’ve been 
admiring your garden.’ 

Her attention was diverted from her object; she was very fond of 
flowers. ‘The polyanthus are nice, aren’t they?’ she said. ‘Did you 
sleep all right, Mr Ross?’ 

“Very well indeed, thank you.’ 

She stopped and picked up a golf-ball that was lying on the lawn. 
Then she turned, and walked beside him up the garden. ‘I’ve been 
wanting to have a talk, Mr Ross,’ she said. 

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Surely, Miss Lockwood.’ 

She said, ‘I know what my father asked you to come down about. 
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It’s about this idea he has of going in an aeroplane to Greenland, 
isn’t it?’ 

Ross nodded. ‘We were discussing it yesterday afternoon.’ 

She said, ‘It’s a tremendous undertaking, i isn’t it?’ 

The pilot considered for a minute. ‘I wouldn’t put it quite like 
that,’ he said at last. ‘It’s an unusual sort of flight, but with proper 


organization, and in summer weather, I don’t think it’s so bad. It 


means a lot of hard work of course.’ 

She said eagerly, ‘I know it does — it means a frightful lot of hard 
work. It’s a job for a young man to do.’ She hesitated, and then said, 
‘My father gets so wrapped up in his archzological work that he 
overlooks the practical considerations, Mr Ross. But he could never 
make a journey of that sort at his age. He’ll be fifty-nine next October, 
nearly sixty. It’s difficult to speak about his age in front of him, 
because he’s so sensitive about it. So I thought if I could have a talk 
with you, I could tell you how the matter stands.’ 

The pilot rubbed his chin. ‘I didn’t mean there’d be much work in 
it for him,’ he said. ‘I was thinking of myself, I’m afraid,’ 

‘But in a trip like that there'd be great hardships for my father. 
His health would never stand it, Mr Ross.’ 

The pilot’s heart sank. He might have known that it was too good 
a job to be true. He said quietly, ‘I see. His health’s pretty bad, is it?’ 

The girl was silent for a minute. Then she said, ‘I can’t say that 
he’s in bad health. But when you're nearly sixty it’s time to start 
to take care.of yourself.’ 

Ross became aware that he disliked this girl very much indeed. 
He asked directly, ‘Has he got a weak heart?’ 

She hesitated. ‘No—I don’t think he’s actually got that. But at 
his age he can’t expect to do the things he used to do as a young man. 
There comes a time when one has to sit back, and leave the more 
strenuous work to younger men. You do understand, don’t you, 
Mr Ross?’ 

The pilot said nothing. 

The girl said, ‘I thought if I explained to you how matters stand, 
perhaps you could avoid encouraging him in this thing. I’d hate him 
to go to a lot of trouble and then be disappointed later on. With 
your experience of flying you can put it to him in the proper light, 
and he’ll be quite content to give it up.’ 

The pilot still said nothing. 

The girl looked up at him doubtfully. “You see what I mean, don’t 
you, Mr Ross? It’s just that you should avoid encouraging him in 
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There was a long silence. The girl could feel the antagonism of 
the pilot, and it puzzled and annoyed her. She did not understand 
why he should not have met her willingly in what seemed to her to 
be a very reasonable request. A word from him would have put the 
matter right. 

They walked the length of the garden in silence. At last the pilot 
smiled at her and said, ‘You put me in a very difficult position, Miss 
Alice.’ : 

The girl said, ‘Alix is the name, Mr Ross. But perhaps Miss Lock- 
wood would be better.’ 

The pilot flushed hotly; whatever compromise he may have had . 
in mind went with the winds. But outwardly he smiled again, and | 
said: 

‘Your father asked me last night if I could do the flight, if he de- 
cided to go. I told him I thought it could be done, and if he wanted 
me, I’d like to work for him.’ 

She turned to him impulsively. ‘But, Mr Ross, a man of my father’s 
age can’t possibly go flying off to Greenland in an aeroplane! Surely 
you see that?’ 

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I took a man of seventy-eight from the 
Mackenzie to Quebec, two years ago. And that was in winter, too.’ 

The names meant nothing to her; the distance might have been 
from Holland Park to Kensington. She was irritated at his denseness, 
and she said: . 

‘I’m trying to get you to help me, Mr Ross. My father’s much too 
old to go on such an expedition.’ 

The pilot said shortly, ‘That seems to be your father’s business, 
not mine. I can’t go diving into that.’ 

Her lips tightened, and she said, ‘I had hoped to get more help 
from you than this.’ 

They walked on for a minute or two in silence. Presently he 
stopped, and turned to face her. “You must understand the way I’m 
fixed, Miss Lockwood,’ he said. ‘I fly aeroplanes and seaplanes for a 
living. That’s what I do. At present I’m out of a job. Your father 
seems to want to offer me a job to do what I’m specially fitted for — 
that of flying in the north. If I get the offer of that job, I’ll have to 
take it—if I don’t, that’s just too bad. But you can’t expect me to 
evade a good job when it’s offered to me.’ 

She had never had to earn her living. In her outlook she was very 
far from the pilot. She stood looking up at him, the quick anger 
mounting in her. ‘I see what you mean, Mr Ross,’ she said evenly. 
‘You're going to do all you can to encourage my father to go on 
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this trip, in order that you can make money out of him. It doesn’t 
mean a thing to you that he’s an old man, that his health won't 
stand the sort of life that you and your sort can put up with. So 
long as you get your wages, that’s the only thing you care about.’ 

He was as angry as she was. He thrust his hands deep in his 
pockets, and stared down at her. ‘You can put it that way if it pleases 
you,’ he said. ‘It’s not true but if it pleases you to think like that, 
it’s O.K. by me. And, anyway, you’ve made my mind up for me.’ 

The quick colour mounted in her cheeks; she had very seldom 
argued with an angry man. ‘What do you mean by that?’ 

- He eyed her steadily. ‘I mean just this, Miss Lockwood. I think 
your father is as fit as I am. If he wants me to fly him to Greenland, 
Pll fly him to Greenland if it snows ink, and neither you nor any- 
body else is going to stop me.’ 

There was a silence after that. They stood for some moments 
staring hotly at each other on the lawn. Presently Ross relaxed, 
smiled and said: 

‘I’m sorry that we can’t agree, Miss Lockwood. Let’s forget about 
it. He may decide not to go.’ 

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘For his sake I very much hope he 
does.’ 

They turned and walked towards the house without another word 
spoken. Lockwood was in the study looking through The Times; 
they went together to the dining-room for breakfast. During the 
meal the girl hardly spoke at all. 

At the end of it, Lockwood said, “We might go through into the 
study if you’ve finished, Mr Ross.’ 

In the study, with the door closed, he stood before the window 
filling his pipe. 

‘Well, Mr Ross,’ he said, ‘I’ve thought about this matter a good 
deal. I don’t think the difficulties are insuperable, although there 
seems to be more in it than I had supposed. I’ve decided to go on 
with it.’ 

Ross said, ‘All right. If you want to give me the job I should be 
very glad to do it for you.’ 

The don smiled. ‘You must go to Coventry and see my brother. 
I'll give you a note to him. If he approves of you, come back here 
and we'll start making plans. I realize there’s not much time to lose.’ » 
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CHAPTER TWO 


Ross went down to the station, and took the next train up to 
Coventry. He got there early in the afternoon, left his bag at the 
cloak-room, and walked up through the town to the offices of 
Lockwood Tube and Wire Company. He told his business to the 
uniformed commissionaire; then he waited for some time in an oak- 
panelled waiting-room, reading the trade papers on the table. Finally, 
he was led. down a long panelled corridor and shown into an office. 

A thin, middle-aged man, slightly bald, got up to meet him. ‘My 
name is Hanson,’ he said. ‘I am Sir David’s secretary. I understand 
you have a note to Sir David from his brother?’ 

Ross showed the note. The secretary took it from him, opened 
it, and read it through. Then he laid it carefully upon his desk. ‘Ah, 
yes .. . I see. You are Mr Ross? 

‘Sir David is busy at the moment. I think he may wish to see you 
in a few minutes. In the meantime, would you give me a few details 
of your experience in aviation, Mr Ross?’ 

The few details proved to be a comprehensive survey of his life 
to that date, with cross-references to people who could vouch for 
him, with their telephone numbers where he knew them. The secre- 
tary took this down in shorthand very rapidly. It took about twenty 
minutes; at the end of that time Mr Hanson scanned his notes through 
quickly, and then said: 

‘Have you prepared any estimate of the cost of the journey that 
Mr Cyril Lockwood proposes?’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. I only heard about it for the 
first time yesterday afternoon. I could give you a few very rough 
figures now, if you like.’ 

Hanson turned to a fresh page of his notebook. 

‘Perhaps that would be a good thing. Then I can give the whole 
picture to Sir David in a very few minutes.’ 

Ross. sat in silence for a minute. Then he said, ‘Well, the most 
expensive single item is the aeroplane, of course. Seaplane, I should 
say —it’s a job for a float machine. And I don’t think we shall find 
it possible to get insurance for it.’ 

The secretary made a note. ‘Is that because of the great risk?’ 

‘Not entirely. Flights of that sort are done so seldom that there’s 
no experience for underwriters to base a rate on.’ 

‘I understand.’ He made another note. 

The pilot said, ‘We should have to have a six-or seven-seater cabin 
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_ seaplane for the job. You won’t want to spend more money than 


i 


you need, of course. I could pick up one that had done five or six 
hundred hours in Canada for about six thousand dollars. Probably 


less.’ 


The secretary laid down his pencil, and stared at Ross. ‘Do you 
mean a second-hand aeroplane, Mr Ross?’ 

Ses. 

There was a long pause. Then Hanson picked up his pencil again, 


- and made another note. ‘I doubt if Sir David would consider a 


second-hand machine for Mr Cyril’s expedition,’ he said patiently. 
‘Stull, I’ve made a note of the figure. What would a new one cost?’ 
‘About twenty-five thousand dollars, for a Cosmos with a Wasp 
engine, on floats. A good second-hand one would be quite all right, 
and you can pick them up very cheaply now.’ 
The secretary shook his head. ‘I think Sir David would be very 


_ much against it.’ 


‘All right. I’d rather have a new machine, of course; the work of 
maintenance will be much less. But I wouldn’t let that kill the 
expedition at the start.’ 

Hanson looked down his nose. ‘I do not think that that will be 
the case, Mr Ross.’ 

The pilot was silent for a minute, revising his ideas. ‘If you decide 
to have a new machine, we'll have to cable an order to the Cosmos 
people right away, because our time is getting very short indeed. 
They’re in Detroit. Or, better still, let me have five minutes on the 
telephone with Johnnie Finck, their sales manager.’ 

The secretary made another note. ‘Sir David would very much 
prefer to use a British aeroplane,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that possible?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘If you want the best machine for flying 
in the North, you must go to the States for it,’ he said. ‘The British 
manufacturer hasn’t gone for that market.’ 

‘Sir David will be disappointed.’ 

Ross shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’ve got to tell him what machine is 
best for the job. I only wish he'd start in building aeroplanes him- 
self to suit Canadian conditions.’ 

The secretary gave him a long look. ‘He may want to talk that 
over with you,’ he said discreetly. ‘In the meantime, we must take 
it that it’s an American machine?’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

They proceeded with the budget, and came presently to the pilot’s 
remuneration. 

‘I should like some form of payment by results,’ said Ross. ‘There’s 
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about five months’ work in this thing, as I see it. You can pay me 


monthly at the rate of eight hundred a year, starting now, witha 


bonus of five hundred pounds if the job is done all right. We can 
define what that means with Mr Cyril Lockwood later on. But I can _ 
tell you this — the job’s worth that amount of money.’ = 

Hanson made his note. ‘I have no doubt of it,’ he said drily. ‘I am 
quite prepared to put that to Sir David. In principle, it seems a very 
fair proposal.’ 

In half an hour they had covered all the ground; the secretary 
totted up the figures on his pad. ‘Including your estimate for photo- 
graphy, nine thousand seven hundred and eighty pounds,’ he said. 
‘Call it ten thousand.’ He eyed Ross keenly. ‘Sir David very much 
dislikes increasing estimates. Once a figure has been given, it has to 
be adhered to. If we said twelve thousand pounds to cover every 
contingency — should we be safe at that?’ 4 

Ross said, ‘Absolutely, I should think.’ 

The secretary made his note. 

He looked over the pages of his notes. ‘I think that covers every- 
thing,’ he said at last. He got up from his desk. ‘Now I’m going to 
ask you to excuse me for a minute or two.’ 

He went out through a side door into the next office, and closed it 
softly behind him. Ross was left waiting for a time; in the next room 
there was a low murmur of voices. Ten minutes later the secretary 
reappeared. 

‘Would you come in?’ he said. ‘Sir David would like to see you.’ 

Ross went through into the next room, a large office furnished 
with rather shabby chairs, and a large desk. A thick-set, heavy man 
in a black coat was sitting at the desk. He was going bald; he had a 
firm, determined face with much the same features as the don. The 
relationship was evident. The face was vaguely familiar to Ross 
from the illustrated papers; Sir David Lockwood was not a Lord 
Nuffield, but he was a very wealthy man. 

He raised his head, gave Ross a long, appraising look, and motioned 
to a chair with the end of the fountain pen in his hand. ‘Sit down.’ 

Ross obeyed in silence. 

“You've been in Canada?’ 

‘I was there for about four years.’ 

‘What sort of car did you drive out there?’ 

‘A Packard.’ 

‘Like it?’ 

“Yes.’ 

“Why ?’ 
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- This, Ross felt, was not what he had come to talk sea at all, but 
_ he began to talk diffidently about motor cars to the man who had 
forgotten more than Ross had ever known. Sir David kept him talk- 


_ ing about varied subjects for ten minutes by the clock. At the end 


_ of that time he had satisfied himself that the pilot talked good sense, 


that he was modest, probably competent to maintain things mech- 
anical, probably honest and hardworking. 

He turned to the letter that Hanson had laid before him. ‘You 
spent last night with my brother, I see. He tells me that he’s decided 


_ to go on this Greenland trip. He wants you to take him.’ 


“Yes, sir.’ The pilot hesitated. ‘There’s one thing that I’m a bit 
worried about.’ 


The grey eyes of the manufacturer fixed his own. ‘Well, fctiay s 
that?’ 


Ross said, ‘His daughter seems to be very much against the flight. 


_ She had a talk with me about it this morning.’ 


‘Alix? What’s it got to do with her? What’s she got against it?’ 

‘She thinks jher father is too old to go on a trip like that.’ 
The pilot hesitated. ‘I thought you'd better know the way she 
feels.’ 

The manufacturer gave a snort. ‘Too old? I never heard such non- 
sense in my life. That girl wants a good whipping — that’s what she 
wants. Too old! Has she said that to my brother?’ 

‘T really couldn’t say.’ 

‘You don’t want to pay any attention to that. Is there any reason, 
in your view of it, why my brother shouldn’t go?’ 

Ross considered before answering. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said at 
last. ‘There’s a certain risk in flying so far over the open sea, of 
course. I should go by Reykjavik; that splits it up into two hops of 
about six hundred miles each over sea. But flying down the coast of 
Greenland ought to be all right if we wait and pick a decent day 
for it, and when we get to this place Brattalid we make a camp and 
operate from there quite normally. At least, that’s how I see it at 
the moment.’ 

Sir David nodded. ‘My brother has had good health all his life. 
He’s fifty-eight years old. Are you afraid of trouble if you take him 
with you?’ 

‘Not in the least.’ 

‘Of course not. Too old!’ He sat brooding at his desk for amoment. 
Then he shot a sidelong glance at Ross. ‘He’s three years younger 
than I am.’ 

The pilot could not think of anything to say to that. 
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The manufacturer turned to the secretary. ‘Twelve thousand, 


Hanson?’ 

‘Yes, Sir David. That was the outside figure — it includes the whole 
cost of the machine. It should come out a good deal less.’ 

The older man scrutinized the list of figures for a moment, then 
turned back to Ross. ‘It’s a lot of money. You'll have to show results 
for that amount of money.’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t take this job if I had to 
guarantee results, sir. It’s too unusual. I'll do my best, and in my 
judgment we can get the photographs Mr Lockwood wants without 
much difficulty. But we may run into sheer bad luck.’ 

‘I don’t want you to take more risks than are essential to the job. 
Especially if my brother’s going with you.’ 


Ross nodded. ‘It should be quite all right. But if it’s not, I shall — 


play for safety first. In that case, we may spend the money and show 
no results — this year, at any rate.’ 

The manufacturer looked at him closely, weighing him up. At 
last he said, ‘Well, we'll let it go at that. Mr Hanson’s going to check 
up on your references. If those are satisfactory, he’ll write you a 
letter of engagement on the terms you want. You'll have to fix up 
with Hanson and my brother the conditions for your bonus.’ 

He got up from his desk. ‘All right. I shall be seeing more of you, 
I expect.’ 

Ross said, ‘I’ll do my best to get this through all right, sir.’ 

‘You'd better. Don’t pay any attention to that silly girl. I'll sort 
her out at the week-end.’ 

He paused, standing erect behind his desk. ‘I offered Cyril twenty- 
five thousand for his research six years ago,’ he said. ‘He hasn’t taken 
a thousand yet..I hope this means he’s come to realize that money’s 
meant to be used.’ 

Ross left the room with Hanson. In the outer office he turned to 
the secretary, and said: 

“We shall have to hop around now, Mr Hanson, if we’re going 
to get through in time. How soon can we start and order the 
machine?’ 

The secretary looked down his nose. ‘To-day is Friday. If all goes 
right, we should be able to engage you definitely on Monday, Mr 
Ross. After that, you can make a start.’ 

‘All right. I’m going back to Oxford now to see Mr Lockwood. 
Over the week-end I’ll make out a programme of what we've got 


to do. Unless I hear from you to the contrary, I’ll be back here on 
Monday morning.’ 
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The secretary smiled. ‘I should be ready for you by that time. 

But you’ve got six week, or more. A day or two won’t make much 
difference.’ 
___ The pilot said, ‘That’s just where you go wrong, Mr Hanson. If 
_ We get that machine delivered, shipped and erected in this country, 
ready to start, six weeks from now, we shall do damn well. I don’t 
believe it can be done that quickly. But that’s when we've got to have 
_ it. If we don’t get that order placed on Monday you can call the 
whole thing off.’ 

The secretary nodded. ‘I see what you mean. I’ll talk it over with 
Sir David.’ 

Ross left the works, and was carried swiftly in the works car to 
the station. He caught the next train back to Oxford. He got there 
at about nine o’clock at night, and rang up Lockwood from a tele- 
phone booth at the station. 

The don said, ‘I have had a long talk with my brother on the tele- 
phone, Mr Ross. Would you care to come and spend the night again ? 
That’s fine. Come along now.’ 

Ross took a taxi to the house in Norham Gardens; the job seemed 
sufficiently secure for that expenditure. He was very tired; before 
meeting Lockwood he made an excuse to the parlourmaid and went 
and washed his face. Then he went to the study; the don was there 
with his daughter. Lockwood got up from his desk and came to 
meet him; the girl remained in her deep chair, reading her book. 

Lockwood said, ‘You seem to have made a good impression on 
my brother, Mr Ross.’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘I’m very glad to hear it. I had a long talk with 
his secretary before I saw Sir David.’ 

‘You mean Mr Hanson? He’s been with my brother a long time. 
He helps me a great deal with my income-tax.’ 

They talked about the expedition generally for a time. 

‘ll have a look at the route over the week-end,’ said Ross. ‘The 
machine will have to be shipped to Southampton. I'll get it erected 
somewhere on Southampton Water. Then we'll have to go to one 
of the places in the north —Scotland—Oban, or somewhere like 
that. From there to Reykjavik in Iceland must be eight or nine 
hundred miles — we'll have to make that in one hop. From Reykjavik 
to Angmagsalik is five or six hundred, I believe, and about the same 
from Angmagsalik to Julianehaab. But I'll have to look it all up — 
I’m only speaking from memory. We'll have to have radio for a 
trip like that. That’ s another thing.’ 

‘I suppose so,’ said Lockwood vaguely. ‘Tell me, are there any 
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hotels at these places, do you think?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘There won’t be anything at Angmag- 
salik or Julianehaab.’ 

‘Where should we sleep?’ 

‘Oh, there’s bound to be a Danish family who'll take us in. I don’t 
think we shall have to camp until we get to this place Brattalid.’ 

He glanced at Lockwood. ‘Does anybody live at Brattalid?’ 

‘I really couldn’t say. I believe it’s quite deserted.’ 

Ross nodded slowly. ‘It looks as though we'll have to depend 
entirely on ourselves.’ He thought about it for a minute or two. 
Seventy miles from anything, right up near the Arctic Circle. He 
would have to be very thorough in his plans for camp equipment 
and provisions. 

He said, ‘Sir David seemed very anxious that ao ee should 
be done properly. It’s rather a relief, that.’ “ 

Lockwood asked, ‘Done properly —in what way?’ 

‘I mean, he realizes that the trip is going to cost a good bit of 
money. He wouldn’t hear of buying a second-hand ship.’ 

The don frowned a little. ‘How much is it going to cost, Mr Ross?’ 

Ross said, ‘It’s a bit difficult to say, at this stage. Your brother 
gave me a limit of twelve thousand pounds.’ 

In the far corner of the room, in her deep chair by the fire, the 
girl dropped the book that she had been pretending to read. She 
turned and stared at the two men. 

‘Twelve thousand pounds!’ she cried. 

The pilot turned and looked at her. ‘Sir David gave me that as 
the outside figure that he was prepared to spend,’ he said. ‘Actually, 
it won’t come to anything like that unless we get some real bad 
luck. If everything goes well by the time we've sold the machine 
second-hand and cleaned it all up, I daresay it will have cost six or 
seven thousand.’ 

‘But that’s a small fortune! It can’t possibly cost anything like 
that amount!’ 

The pilot’s lips tightened; he was very tired. ‘I’m afraid it can, Miss 
Lockwood. We shall probably drop three thousand selling the 
machine second-hand, as a start. Shipping it from Detroit to South- 
ampton will cost about three hundred. Fuel and oil may cost another 
four hundred, by the time we've got it shipped to Greenland. I’m 
not quite sure about the cost of the photography — something be- 
tween a thousand and fifteen hundred pounds by the time that the 
mosaic is made up. We shan’t be far off the figure that I said.’ 

The girl said, ‘It’s perfectly fantastic!’ 
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Ross sighed. ‘I’m sorry, but that’s what aircraft cost to run, Miss 
Lockwood.’ 

The girl got up from her chair and came over to the desk. There 
was an air about her that reminded Ross immediately of Sir David. 
_ ‘Daddy,’ she said, ‘this wants looking into a bit more. Isobel told 
me that she flew to Rome the other day for fifteen pounds, and | 
believe that’s farther. It can’t possibly cost this amount of money. 
Don’t make any decision to-night.’ 

The don glanced at Ross. ‘It seems to have gone up a good deal,’ 
he said mildly. ‘You told me four thousand yesterday.’ 

In his fatigue, depression closed down on the pilot. ‘That was 
reckoning on a second-hand aeroplane,’ he said. ‘But your brother 
won't hear of that. If he’s got the money to spend, I think he’s quite 
right.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Ah — yes, I had forgotten that. I suppose you lose 
more money when you're selling a new machine than when you’re 
selling a second-hand one.’ 

‘Certainly. It’s like a motor car.’ He paused. ‘With the slump that’s 
on in Canada, the price of a second-hand ship is very low. It makes 
a lot of difference.’ 

Lockwood nodded. ‘I quite understand.’ 

The girl burst out, ‘But Daddy, Uncle David can’t possibly go 
spending thousands of pounds in this way. Think what that money 
would mean to them down at the Mission!’ 

The pilot came to the conclusion that he had had about as much 
as he could stand. He got up from his chair. ‘I’m a bit tired,’ he said. 
‘Would you mind if I went to bed now? We can go on with this in 
the morning.’ 

Lockwood looked with irritation at his daughter. He wished that 
she had kept out of it. He knew instinctively that the pilot was in 
the right in this contention, that Alix was making a fool of herself. 
He wanted to spend the rest of the evening with Ross making plans 
for the expedition; at the same time, he could hardly discipline his 
daughter in front of this young man. Besides, the pilot might be 
really tired. He said: 

‘By all means, Mr Ross. You know the way to your room. We'll go 
on with our arrangements after breakfast.’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘We shall be fresher then. After that, I must 
get back to London if we’re going on with this. Good night, Mr 
Lockwood — don’t get up.’ He passed the girl and nodded to her 
coldly. ‘Good night, Miss Lockwood.’ 

He went up to his room, undressed moodily, and got into bed. 
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The job did not appear to be so very safe, after all. It was all right 
except for that infernal girl. He hoped that she’d marry a com- 
mercial traveller and have triplets. Keep her quiet. But no com- 
mercial traveller would look at her. A little bitch, with ugly clothes 
and with an ugly mind. To hell with her. 

He slept. 

In the study below Alix faced her father. ‘I know you're cross 
with me, Daddy,’ she said quietly, ‘but I can’t help it. I’m quite sure 
there’s something wrong here. It can’t possibly be necessary to 
spend all those thousands of pounds.’ 

Lockwood said irritably, ‘My dear, your uncle has built up a very 
big business, and he’s got a very good business man as his secretary. 
Don’t you think we might leave the money side to him? After all, 
it’s their money. If you're afraid that Mr Ross is trying to cheat them, 
you can set your mind at rest. He’ll be a clever man if he gets any- 
thing past Hanson.’ 

The girl said, ‘I know, Daddy. But the whole thing is being so 
rushed. Don’t go any further with it to-night. Is Uncle David coming 
down to-morrow ?’ 

“Yes. He’ll be here in the evening.’ 

‘Daddy, how much is Mr Ross going to make out of this expedi- 
tion? How much are you paying him?’ 

Her father said, ‘I really don’t know. David said that they'd fixed 
up terms with him, but he didn’t say what they were.’ 

She stuck her chin out. “Well, I’d like to know.’ 

‘My dear, he’s got to earn his living, like everybody else.’ 

‘I know, Daddy. But he’s in such a hurry to rush us into this, and 
there’s really no hurry at all. It’s over ten weeks before you want 
to be there, on the first of August. I know you've got to get there, 
but Isobel flew farther than that in one day when she went to Rome. 
It all makes one smell a rat.’ 

Lockwood faced his daughter. ‘Do you think he’s a rogue?’ he 
asked directly. 

She hesitated. ‘No . . . I don’t think that. But I think he wants 
this job very badly, and he’s trying to rush you into it.’ 

There was a long silence after she said that. Lockwood, for all 
his years, was still the victim of an inferiority complex. He knew 
himself to be a good lecturer, a useful member of his college, a fine 
classical scholar, and a brilliant archeologist. With these accom- 
plishments, he was a child in business and in money matters, and 
he knew it. He knew it much too well. Various sad experiences as a 
younger man had shown him that he could be imposed upon, and 
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he had accepted the position with docility. 

He said doubtfully, ‘I’m not sure that you're right, Alix. I like 
him very well.’ 

‘I know, Daddy. But that doesn’t alter the fact that he’s hoping 
to get a job out of you.’ 

He said, “All right, my dear. We'll wait and talk it over with 
David when he comes.’ 

She said, a little hesitantly, ‘It’s going to be a terribly difficult 
expedition, anyway. You couldn’t go back to Crete, I suppose?’ 

‘Crete?’ He stared at her. ‘Don’t talk so foolishly. Nobody’s going 
to Crete. The work is in Greenland.’ 

She said no more. 

Ross got up in the morning worried and upset. It seemed to him 
that the Lockwoods had got to realize that flying aeroplanes to 
Greenland cost a lot of money. Unless they were prepared to face 
that fact he would do better to wash his hands of it, go back to his 
aunt at Guildford, and scratch about for something else to do. A 
flight like that could only be done at all if money were no object, 
particularly in the time. 

He went down moodily to breakfast. After the meal he went 
with Lockwood to the study. The don said, ‘David is coming here 
this evening, Mr Ross. What are your movements?’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘I see that you’re not quite decided on this 
thing,’ he said. ‘I think I’d better get back to London. I can start to 
look up points about the route and the formalities, although it’s 
Saturday. I’ve arranged to go to Coventry on Monday morning unless 
I hear from them to the contrary. We'd better stick to that arrange- 
ment. By that time you'll know more about it.’ 

Lockwood nodded. He was a little ashamed of his vacillation; in 
the cold light of morning he could not quite see why he had agreed 
to hesitate. Moreover, he liked the young man, and he realized that 
the uncertainty was making a bad start for the adventure, if it was 
to come off. Still, Alix was probably right; it would be better not 
to rush things. 

He said, ‘I think that’s wise. My brother will be here this even- 
ing, and I’ll have a talk with him. We shall be able to make a definite 
decision one way or the other then. Are you on the telephone, Mr 
Ross?’ 

The pilot hesitated. ‘I’m afraid I’m not. I’ll give you my address 
at Guildford; a telegram will get to me.’ 

‘That will do perfectly. I will wire you if there’s any change in 
the arrangements.’ 
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Ross went back to London, half convinced that the girl had 
killed his job stone dead. He went first to the Guild of Air Pilots; 
from there he went to the aeronautical department of the Auto- 
mobile Association. He spent all afternoon there, plotting his route 
and examining the records of previous flights to Greenland. Later 
in the afternoon he tried to get in touch with a fuel company upon 
the telephone, but it was Saturday afternoon and he had no luck. 

In the evening he went down to Guildford. He leaned against the 
kitchen wall, his hands thrust deep into his trouser pockets, and 
told Aunt Janet all about it. She heard him to the end in pawky 
silence. 

‘It’s a terribly costly piece of research,’ she said at last. ‘The 
lassie’s got the right idea of it, to my way of thinking.’ 

The pilot shrugged his shoulders. ‘If they want a survey made of 
that part of the world, that’s what it will cost them,’ he said. ‘I can’t 
tell you if they really want it done or not. I think they’re drawing 
back a bit now.’ 

‘And well they may,’ said his aunt drily. ‘It’s a mighty lot of 
money to be spending at one go.’ 

She turned to him. ‘If they dinna want you, Donald, what else 
would you do?’ 

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I'll have to find a job of some 
sort, soon.’ 

‘Aye,’ she said prosaically, ‘that’s a fact.’ She got up and began 
moving about the kitchen. ‘Come on and help me lay the supper. 
Ye’ll do nae good with worrying.’ 

In Oxford the Bentley, driven by the well-disciplined, efficient 
young chauffeur in blue uniform, turned into Norham Gardens at 
about six o’clock and drew up at Lockwood’s house. The chauffeur 
sprang from his seat and came round to the door; Sir David heaved 
his heavy body up and got out. ‘You'd better wait a bit,’ he grunted. 
‘Give my bag to the maid.’ He went forward into the house. 

Ten minutes later he was lighting a cigar, seated alone with his 
brother Cyril in the study. ‘Well, how about the Arctic?’ he said, 
heavily jocular. ‘Got your fur coat yet? Made all your plans?’ 

Not for the first time, Cyril Lockwood felt a fool over this thing. 
‘As a matter of fact, I haven't yet,’ he said. ‘I thought we’d have 
another talk about it.’ 


‘What's the matter? I thought you’d made up your mind to go. 
Been talking to Alix?’ 


The don stared at the manufacturer. ‘How did you know about 
Alix?’ 
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Sir David blew a long, aromatic cloud of smoke. ‘That pilot told 
me she was dead against you going on the trip at all.’ 

‘He told you that? I wonder how he knew.’ 

‘She had one of her little talks with him,’ 

‘Did she, though? Well, it was straight of him to tell you about 
it. I thought he was a good lad, David.’ 

‘Oh, aye —he’s all right. But there’s plenty more where that one 
came from. You want a good pilot if you're going on a trip like that.’ 

‘I suppose you do. Is he a good pilot?’ 

‘I don’t know. Hanson will know by Monday.’ He turned to the 
don. ‘Well, Cyril, are you going or not?’ 

The don hesitated. ‘I don’t know. It’s going to cost far more than 
I ever thought, David. I was quite staggered when Ross came back 
last night and told me the figures.’ 

The manufacturer said, ‘What’s that got to do with you?’ 

‘It’s your money that you’ve put at my disposal, David —very 
generously. I’ve got to advise you how to spend it. I’ve got to be 
very sure that you spend it to the best advantage. And — well, I’m 
not sure. It seems to me that this Brattalid expedition may cost 
more than it’s worth.’ 

‘Suppose you stick to archeology and let me spend my money 
my own way.’ 

The don stared at him. ‘My dear chap — I didn’t mean to hurt you.’ 

‘And you haven’t. But look here, Cyril — you'll hurt me very much 
if you don’t start and use that money that | put in your research 
account six years ago. In six years you’ve spent nine hundred and 
thirty-four pounds out of twenty-five thousand. If you tell me that 
in six years you couldn’t have done more if you’d spent more 
money —I’ll call you a bloody fool.’ 

The don nodded. ‘You’re perfectly right. But it seems such a lot 
to spend.’ 

‘The tubes will make as much again when you've spent that.’ 

‘I suppose so. How are the works going?’ 

‘Can’t grumble, things being as they are. I got Hanson to figure 
out last week’s output if it was stretched out end to end. Forty- 
seven miles of drawn steel tubes we turned out — in one week. That’s 
over and above the wire.’ 

‘It’s very wonderful, David.’ 

The other blew out a long cloud of smoke. ‘Aye,’ he said quietly, 
‘it’s very wonderful. In twenty years’ time I shall be dead, and all 
that tube will be just little smears of rust upon the ground. In thirty 
years Coventry folks won’t know the name of Lockwood, unless 
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they go and read the plate up at the Hospital. But in thirty years 
people will still be talking of your work. In a hundred and thirty 
years. That’s what strikes me as wonderful.’ 

There was a short silence. 

‘That’s what it is,’ the manufacturer said at last. ‘I make the 
money, and you make the name. I wish we could row together a 
bit more.’ 

The don shifted uneasily in his chair. ‘I didn’t know you felt like 
that,’ he said. ‘It’s quite true. There is a lot that could be done . . -’ 

‘Then, for God’s sake, go ahead and do it,’ said the other testily. 
‘This Brattalid thing, Cyril. Is it a good one? Will you find out some- 
thing — something that’s worth knowing?’ 

The don leaned his arms upon the desk. ‘It’s a good one, David,’ 
he said seriously. ‘I know the Irish went to Greenland. I know 
they did, but I can’t prove it yet. There’s just the.one link missing, 
still. That’s the first thing that we’ve got to do — establish definitely 
that they went there. After that there’s the ethnological problem. 
What happened to the Irish that were there? What happened to the 
Norse settlers?’ 

He stared across the room. ‘I never felt so certain in my life as 
I do about this thing,’ he said quietly. ‘There’s something big there, 
David — waiting to be uncovered. I don’t say that I shall get it. But 
someone will, one day.’ 

The other said, ‘Go on and get it for yourself, and don’t be a 
bloody fool.’ 

The don laughed, and relaxed. ‘All right. I really had decided on 
it before I sent that young man up to see you. But then when he 
told me what it was all going to cost, it seemed too much to spend.’ 

‘And Alix put her oar in, I suppose?’ 

‘Alix thinks it’s too dangerous.’ 

‘If Alix were ten years younger I’d stretch her out across the 
couch and tan the pants off her.’ The manufacturer threw the stub 
of cigar into the grate. ‘When we get to thinking things are too 
dangerous — things that we want to do—we'll be no more good,’ 
he said. ‘That’s right, Cyril. That makes a static business, when you 
get to thinking things are dangerous that you want to do. And a 
static business is a ruined business in a year or two.’ 

The don said mildly, ‘Alix is a good girl,’ 

His brother said, ‘She looks it. She dresses like hell, Cyril. Put her 
in among our Coventry girls and she’d look like a dead fish.’ 


Lockwood sighed. ‘I suppose the truth of it is that she doesn’t get 
about enough.’ 
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‘Too true. She'll be an old woman in a year or two unless she can 
snap out of it.’ 

He got up from his chair. ‘It’s settled that you’re going, then?’ 

‘I think so. I’d like to have that young man Ross for the pilot, 
David, if he’s good enough. We get to know something about young 
men, here in Oxford. I’d have confidence in him, I think.’ 

“Aye. I daresay he could do the job as well as anyone. He’s 
coming up to Coventry on Monday. He’s in a great hurry to place 
the order for his aeroplane, because of the delivery.’ 

‘I suppose that is very important,’ said Lockwood vaguely. 

‘Well, you won’t be able to fly to Greenland without it.’ They 
walked in the garden till dinner-time, talking of other matters. After 
dinner Lockwood had business in his study with a couple of young 
men; Sir David went out into the garden with Alix in the still, warm, 
summer evening. The old parlourmaid brought them their coffee 
at the table under the beech tree. 

When she had gone the manufacturer said to the girl, ‘I hear you 
think your father’s too old to go to Greenland.’ 

She looked up startled. ‘I never said that to him.’ 

‘I should hope not. Pretty mean if you had. But you think it, just 
the same.’ . : 

She met his eyes. ‘Who told you that, Uncle David?’ 

‘That pilot chap who came to see me.’ 

‘Oh . . . Well, I did say that to him. And I do think it.’ She 
dropped her eyes. ‘I don’t want to be nasty. But Daddy’s nearly 
sixty, and Greenland is a job for a young man. I wouldn’t say that 
to him, because I wouldn’t want to hurt him. But it’s true, all the 
same.’ 

‘Greenland’s the job your father wants to do.’ 

‘I know it is. But he could find something else that wouldn’t be 
so strenuous.’ 

‘You talk as if he were an invalid. Look at me. I’m three years 
older and three stone heavier. I wouldn’t mind going to Greenland.’ 

She said doubtfully, ‘You’re different. I mean, you’ve done things — 
all your life, Uncle David. But Daddy’s not like you. I'd be afraid 
_ of him getting wet and not changing or eating bad food and getting 

ill. And if he got ill upon a trip like that, with only the pilot and 
mechanics, it would be awful.’ 

She paused. ‘It’d be almost as good if he left the field work to a 
younger man, and studied it back here.’ 

‘Not quite as good. He knows more about this thing than any- 
body else. At least, that’s how I understand it.’ 
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She hesitated. ‘I know. But one really must be practical.’ 

‘Sometimes it’s better to be kind, Alix.’ 

There was a long silence. 

‘I hate the idea of him going in an aeroplane. He’s never done 
any flying,’ 

‘Have you?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘I suppose that’s why you're so afraid of it for him.’ 

‘I suppose so.’ 

Sir David said, ‘You’d better make the best of it and let him go. 
If you stick your toes in you can probably stop him, and you might 
be sorry all your life. Cyril’s more set on this thing than anything 
I can remember in the last ten years. You’d better make the best of 
it, and be a sport.’ 

She said irritably, ‘It’s all that wretched pilot, I believe. He wasn’t 
half so definite about it all before the pilot came. He just talked 
Daddy into it.’ 

Her uncle was doubtful. ‘Your father was very set on it when last 
I talked to him. I don’t think it’s anything new.’ 

There was a little pause. 

‘If only I could feel that he’d be well looked after if he did get 
ill . . .’ she said. 

‘Well, that’s a real point, I admit. Let’s see now if we can’t get 
over that.’ 

On Monday morning Ross left Guildford by an early train. He 
was depressed about the whole affair, but he had heard nothing from 
Lockwood and so his arrangement to go to Coventry held good. He 
got to the works at about half past eleven and was shown into Mr 
Hanson’s office. 

The secretary met him with a smile. ‘I think you will be able to 
go straight ahead to-day, Mr Ross,’ he said. ‘I have drafted this letter 
of engagement. If you would read it through now, I will have it re- 
typed for Sir David to sign.’ 

The pilot sat down with the letter. A flood of relief swept over 
him; it was quite all right. He had got the job. Now he had a straight 
run of well-paid, interesting work to get his teeth into —a hard job, 
maybe, but not more than he could manage. He would increase his 
reputation if he pulled this off successfully. 

He read the letter carefully. ‘That’s quite in order,’ he said. ‘That 
covers everything.’ 

‘All right. Sir David will sign it this afternoon.’ The secretary put 
it with the other papers on his desk. ‘Now you will want to get to 
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_ work, I expect. I hear you're going to have another passenger.’ 


The pilot stared at him. ‘Who’s that?’ 
‘Miss Lockwood. I understand she’s going with her father,’ 


GHAPTER THREE 


_ For a minute the pilot sat silent, stunned by this announcement. He 
_ had the good sense to say nothing till he had reflected a little. He 


did not want to lose a good job, but he couldn’t possibly take that 


_ infernal girl in the machine with them. The flight would be difficult 


enough in any case; with her nagging at his elbow all the time it 
would become impossible. 

He said quietly at last, ‘I hadn’t reckoned on that. That makes it 
very difficult.’ 

The secretary was genuinely surprised; he took off his eyeglasses. 
‘Why is that? I understood that the machine was to be a seven- 
seater.’ 

Ross was accustomed to dealing with the uninformed. He said 
patiently, ‘It’s designed to carry seven people on short hauls, when 
you don’t have to lift much fuel. But this is different. I shall have 
to carry petrol for fifteen hundred miles on some of these hops, if 
we're going to be safe. There’s going to be mighty little load to play 
about with when you're carrying that weight of fuel. An extra pas- 
senger means you can take less petrol.’ 

‘I see. I hadn’t realized that there would be that difficulty.’ 

The pilot bit his lip. ‘It’s not the only one.’ 

‘What other difficulties are there, Mr Ross?’ 

‘There’s the accommodation. I’d only reckoned to take one tent.’ 

‘But you can take another tent?’ 

‘Surely, but it all weighs more. There’s her emergency rations, and 


her sleeping bag and luggage, and her seat. They all put up the 


weight, and that means less fuel still.’ 

He paused. ‘I’d like to think this over, Mr Hanson, before deciding 
one way or the other. It’s a pretty serious thing to have to take a 
passenger upon a show like this who can’t do anything to help. It’s 
all adverse, if you understand me. You add to the risks without get- 
ting anything for it.’ 

The secretary said, ‘I understand what you mean. Let me have a 
talk with Sir David, Mr Ross. It may be that she could go out by 


_ boat.’ 
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The pilot nodded. ‘That would be much better, if she’s got to go 
at all. The photographer will have to go by boat in any case, even 
if it means he’s got to stay there all the winter till the next boat 
comes to fetch him home. After all, Mr Lockwood is the only one. 
who’s really pressed for time.’ 

‘I don’t suppose Miss Lockwood could stay in Greenland all the 
winter, Mr Ross.’ 

The pilot thought that that would be the best thing that could 
happen to her, but didn’t care to say so. 

Hanson picked up his papers and went through to the inner office 
to consult his chief; presently Ross was called in. Sir David looked 
him up and down. ‘Mr Hanson tells me that there’s a difficulty about 
Alix,’ he said. 

Ross said, ‘Taking her. makes the flight a good deal more difficult, 
sir. It adds to the load, and so cuts down the fuel that I can take 
off with. And on this job I’ll want all the range I can get.’ 

The manufacturer stared at him. ‘Do you mean the aeroplane 
won't be big enough to do the job?’ 

The pilot hesitated. ‘That’s more or less what it comes to.’ 

‘Well, get a bigger aeroplane.’ 

Ross was at a loss for a moment. Sir David saw his difficulty, and 
leaned forward on his desk. ‘See here, Mr Ross,’ he said. “You've just 
got to revise your plans, and that’s all there is to it. There was one 
passenger — now there are two. I’ve decided that Alix is going with 
her father, and that’s all about it. If the alteration means I’ve got 
to spend more money, work it out with Mr Hanson and let me know 
how much more. But don’t come up with any silly nonsense that it 
can’t be done, or I’ll get another pilot. I tell you that straight.’ 

The pilot met his eyes. ‘It’s making a difficult job more difficult,’ 
he said. ‘You'd better realize that, sir. It’s not altogether a matter of’ 
the weights, nor the size of the machine.’ 

The secretary shifted slightly. 

Sir David said, ‘I see. You mean it’s Alix herself.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘I don’t think Miss Lockwood is very well fitted to 
go on an Arctic expedition, sir.’ 

‘In fact, you won’t take her?’ 

‘T’'d like to think that over for a bit. It’s going to add to my 
difficulties to take any girl on the trip. If you pile too much on me 
the flight may be a failure, and we'll all be sorry then.’ 

‘She gave you a bit of the rough side of her tongue, I suppose?’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘She did, but I wouldn’t let that worry me. The 
trouble is, she doesn’t believe in the flight at all. She thinks it’s use- 
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less and extravagant. As a matter of fact, she thinks I’m doing all 
I can to swindle you. And I tell you straight, sir, I don’t much fancy 
having that at my elbow all the way.’ 

‘I see.’ The manufacturer was silent for a minute. ‘Why didn’t 
you talk like this at first, instead of coming out with all that stuff 
about the aeroplane not being big enough?’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘I didn’t know how you'd take it,’ he said simply. 

The older man grunted. He eyed the pilot for a minute. ‘I want 
Alix to go on this trip,’ he said. ‘My brother’s not a young man, and 
the girl’s offered to go with him. She’s got a good heart, Mr Ross.’ 
The corners of his mouth twitched ever so slightly. 

The pilot considered the position for a moment. He wanted to be 
reasonable. ‘I’ve told you that I’d like to have a bit of time to think 
it over,’ he said. ‘Would you agree to leave it open for a week or so? 
lll go ahead and make my plans upon the basis of two passengers. 
If I find it’s really going to make things too difficult to take Miss 
Lockwood, I'll come and tell you so in good time. Then you can 
get another pilot, or send a man with Mr Lockwood instead.’ 

Sir David thought about it for a minute. ‘I'll give you this week. 
You'll be seeing Alix again, Mr Ross. Try and get alongside her. | 
want her to go, and I’d just as soon you had the job as anybody else.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘I’ll do my best, sir. I’ve only spoken to her twice, 
but each time we had a bloody row.’ 

‘Well, see you don’t have a third.’ 

Ross went back into Hanson’s office and began upon the prepara- 
tions for the flight. That afternoon they put in a transatlantic tele- 
phone call to Johnnie Finck, in Detroit. It came through at about 
four o’clock, clear and distinct. 

‘Hey, Johnnie,’ said the pilot. ‘This is Ross — Donald Ross, used to 
be with Cooper in Quebec. That’s right. How are you keeping? 
How’s Rosie? Fine. Look, Johnnie-I want a ship, a new ship for 
delivery at once.’ 

The secretary listened on another receiver as they talked. ‘I want 
the wings and the fuselage all chrome,’ the pilot said. ‘That’s import- 
ant. Tell Edo that I want the colonial-type pontoons, the strongest 
he can build for beaching. They’ve got to be able to take it, where 
I’m going to.’ 

They talked for a quarter of an hour. When he put down the tele- 
phone Ross had placed his order for delivery on the quayside in 
New York, crated and packed for shipment, in three weeks’ time. 

‘It’s the best I can do,’ he said, a little ruefully. ‘And that’s better 
than I hoped for. Add a fortnight for the crossing — that means we'll 
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have it in Southampton by June 25th. Then it’s got to be erected 
and tested, and have the camera and weielesy installed. We shan’t — 
get away before the first week in July.’ ; 

The secretary nodded. ‘Still, that leaves ets weeks before you — 
want to be in Brattalid.’ 3 

‘And that may not be too much, either. We may be later starting © 
or we may get stopped by weather.’ 

They worked together till six o’clock upon the programme of 

arrangements for the flight. Then they got on the telephone to 
Lockwood in Oxford. Ross left Coventry shortly before seven, and 
was in the study in Lockwood’s house by half past nine. Alix was 
there; over a whisky and soda the pilot outlined to the don what 
had happened in Coventry. The girl sat quietly in a chair, saying 
nothing. 

Presently Ross turned to her. ‘Sir David told me that you had 
decided to come with us, Miss Lockwood,’ he said pleasantly. 

She said, a little primly, ‘We decided that my father ought to 
have somebody with him.’ ~ 

‘Of course.’ He turned again to the don. ‘Have you got a map of 
Brattalid? I want to get an accurate idea of the area to be surveyed, 
so that we can get quotations for the job.’ 

Lockwood raised his eyes. ‘Quotations?’ 

The pilot explained. ‘I talked this over with Mr Hanson. If you 
agree, we thought it would be best to put the photographic work 
with a firm of repute who are used to this sort of thing. You couldn’t 
go to better people than Photowork — they do this all over the world. 
I’m going to see them to-morrow. I was going to try and fix that 
they should send out a photographer ahead of us by one of the boats 
from Denmark, to meet us in Julianehaab. He'll probably hang, to 
start within the next fortnight to get there in time.’ 

“That seems to be a very good arrangement, Mr Ross.’ 

‘I think it will be, if I can get them to take the job upon those 
lines. I can get a man who’s used to aero engines, too— most of 
their photographers are ground engineers as well. He’ll be able to 
give me a hand with the maintenance of the machine.’ 

‘Is that a very big job?’ 

‘There’s a lot of work in it— more than I’d care to tackle single- 
handed for any length of time. You must have help with a machine 
like that,’ 

The don got up and poured him out another whisky and soda. 
‘Have you made out a route yet, Mr Ross?’ 

Ross took the glass. ‘We'll have to go by Reykjavik and Angmag- 
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_ salik,’ he said. ‘I'd really rather have started from the other side — 


& 


from Halifax in Nova Scotia, or Quebec. I believe it would be easier 
that way. But it wouldn’t be practical. Hanson or somebody would 


_ have to come over there with me right away, and you'd have to 


_ join us over there later. I’m afraid that’s all too difficult. It’s not 


practical to organize a flight over here and start it from America. 
Not in the time.’ 

‘I suppose not.’ 

‘I decided against that. In July we should be quite all right, going 


_ from here through Iceland. There’s really only the pack ice at 


Angmagsalik — that’s going to be a worry, but we'll have to take our 
chance of that.’ 
‘Do you mean that there won’t be water for the seaplane to land 


on?’ 


The pilot shook his head. ‘There should be plenty of water at that 
time of the year. But as I understand it, the sea’s never quite free 
from little bits of floating ice at Angmaksalik, even in the middle of 
the summer. If we hit one of those and rip a float up taking off, 
that finishes the expedition for this year.’ 

The don nodded without speaking. 

Ross hesitated. ‘I wish we hadn’t got to go so far up north, but 
I can’t see any way out of it. There’s one thing, though. If you agree, 
I’d like to lay down fuel supplies for us to come back home the 
other way. Over to Hopedale in Labrador, down to Halifax, and 
finish up at New York.’ 

‘By all means, if you prefer it. Why do you want to do that?’ 

‘I think it might be easier. The middle of September; that’s the 
equinox. It’s three months after mid-summer — getting a bit wintry 
up in those parts, Mr Lockwood. I don’t much like the thought of 


- going up so far as Angmagsalik and Reykjavik so late in the season. 


We might run into trouble, and we don’t want that.’ 
He paused. ‘There’s another thing. We'd sell the machine second- 


_ hand more easily on that side than on this.’ 


Lockwood opened an atlas on his desk. The pilot crossed the room 
and bent over his shoulder. ‘There you are,’ he said. He traced the 
route with his finger. ‘Over to Hopedale — after that we're practically 
back in civilized parts. He stared at the map reflectively. ‘Battle 
Harbour might be better.’ 

The don smiled. ‘Hopedale,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I like your 
idea of civilized parts.’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘It’s only about 600 miles from there down to 


_ Halifax. They’ve got everything you want there.’ 
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From the atlas they turned to a study of the land round Brattalid. 
The only map they had was a very sketchy one forming part of an 
archeological paper, which was at pains to indicate that it was not 
guaranteed. ‘I’ll have to see if they can help me at the Danish 
Legation,’ said Ross. ‘But very probably there is no map. They may 
come and ask for the loan of our photographs when we get back, to 
make a map from. I’ve known that happen before now.’ 

They talked far on into the night. The pilot went to bed a very 
tired man. 

Again he woke up early, and went down into the garden before 
breakfast. The girl was there before him; he approached her cor- 
dially. ‘I’m glad you’re coming with your father, Miss Lockwood,’ 
he said. He must try and make the best of it. ‘It’s going to be quite 
a strenuous trip, and it’ll help him to have you there.’ 

She nodded. ‘It wouldn’t be possible for him to go alone,’ she 
said a little coldly. ‘There’s one thing, Mr Ross: Most people say 
“Sir” when they speak to my father. Now that he’s engaged you, I 
think you ought to do the same.’ 

The pilot did not answer for a moment. He must keep his temper 
at all costs, retain his sense of humour. He forced a smile. 

‘Surely,’ he said. “Would you like me to call you Madam?’ 

She flushed hotly. ‘I don’t think that will be necessary,’ she said 
icily. “You can go on calling me Miss Lockwood.’ 

The ringing of the breakfast gong relieved the situation. 

He left Oxford after breakfast, and went by train to London. He 
spent the rest of the morning, lunch, and the early afternoon in a 
conference with Photowork, the first of many. In the late afternoon 
he went to the Danish Legation; the air attaché was out, and he made 
an appointment for the morning. He went to the Royal Aero Club 
and rang up Hanson in Coventry to report progress, and went home 
to Guildford for the night. 

Over supper he told Aunt Janet all about it. ‘I’m glad, for your 
sake, that you’ve got the job, Donald,’ she said, ‘though it’s a terrible 
part of the world to be flying to. And so the lassie’s gaeing with her 
father. Weel, I’d say that’s no’ a bad thing. She’ll keep a check on 
you. You were always terrible wild with the money, Donald.’ 

He laughed. ‘She’ll keep a check on me all right,’ he said ruefully. 

There followed three weeks of intense restless work. He was wise 
enough to have the telephone installed in his aunt’s house; but for 
that he could not have completed his arrangements in the time. 
He concluded his deal with Photowork in the first week, spent an 
afternoon with Jameson the engineer-photographer selected for the 
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trip, and took the contract up to Coventry to be signed. He dis- 
covered that Greenland was a closed country to the casual tourist. 
_ First of all the Home Office required assurances that the expedition 
_ served a useful scientific purpose. They would then put it to the 
Foreign Office, who would approach the Danish Government 
through diplomatic channels for permission for the flight. If this 
were granted, five hundred pounds must be deposited in Copenhagen 
to pay for the expenses of a search if the machine were lost. 

Sir David said, ‘I’m beginning to understand why people don’t go 
there for the week-end.’ 

It meant a lot of work for Ross. He visited the Home Office and 
the Foreign Office and the Danish Legation, not once but many 
times. He made two hurried trips to Oxford, while Lockwood nego- 
tiated with the Vice-Chancellor the formal request from the Uni- 
versity to the Home Office that permission for the expedition should 
be applied for. 

He made arrangements with Photowork, and with a small firm 
that built large cameras for the installation of the photographic 
gear in the machine. He made arrangements for the supply and 
installation of the wireless. He had several talks with the Canadian 
liason officer at the Air Ministry; he found that the Dominion Govern- 
ment quite rightly insisted that he should carry a hundred pounds 
of emergency rations and a rifle and ammunition if he flew to 
Canada. He made arrangements with the police for a permit to buy 
a rifle. 

Sir David went to Oxford each week-end during this time. On the 
first of these visits he had a serious talk with Alix. 

‘Well, Alix,’ he said cheerfully, ‘I fixed things up with Mr Ross. 
He wasn’t very pleased when he heard he’d got to take another 
passenger, but he came round all right.’ 

‘I suppose you mean he wasn’t very pleased when he heard he’d 
got to take me, Uncle David.’ 

The manufacturer said diplomatically, ‘Only because you’re a 

irl,’ 
: ‘What’s that got to do with it?’ 

‘Now don’t take that attitude. I won’t have it, Alix. There’s a 
lot of good sense in what he said.’ 

‘What did he say?’ 

Sir David cocked an eye at her. ‘He told Hanson that taking you 
was adverse — all debit and no credit, if you understand. He meant 
you weigh more, and your luggage weighs more, and your tent 

weighs more, and all that. That means he won't be able to lift so 
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much petrol in the aeroplane, and so he won’t get the flying range 
he would have had if you weren't going. That’s true, of course. To 
balance that, he doesn’t think that you can help him very much.’ 

‘He'll find himself very glad of my help if Daddy gets ill.’ 

Her uncle looked at her doubtfully. ‘Yes . . . if he does.’ 

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I know he doesn’t want to take me.’ 

‘Now, put that out of your head, Alix. He wants to do his job, and 
I’ve made it very plain to him that his job is to take you and your 
father to Greenland. But I see what he means. You'll have to do 
everything you can to help him on the flight, and not add to his 
work.’ 

‘I shan’t do that.’ 

He looked at her uncertainly. ‘Have you ever done any camping?’ 

‘Of course I have, Uncle David. I ran a troop of Guides up to 
two years ago.’ 

He looked dubious. ‘I should think this would be a bit different 
to camping with the Girl Guides, Alix. Still, I suppose that’s some- 
thing. What about languages? I suppose you don’t speak any 
Danish?’ 

She shook her head. ‘If that’s what you want, I could learn a 
good bit in six weeks.’ 

‘Well, that’s something on the credit side if you do that.’ 

He stared at her reflectively. “Try and. get alongside him,’ he said 
at least. “The biggest danger on a trip like this is when people are 
fighting each other all the time. He as good as told me that.’ 

‘That’s nice of him.’ 

He was suddenly irritated. ‘Well, Alix, when it comes to the point, 
I’m going to leave it in his hands whether you go or not. If he thinks 
it’s going to make his job too difficult to take a girl, you don’t go, 
and that’s that. We'll find a young research lad to go with your 
father.’ 

She touched his arm. ‘I’m sorry, Uncle David. I didn’t mean to be 
a beast. Of course I’ll do everything I can to help him with the trip.’ 

He glanced at her. ‘What’s the matter with him, Alix?’ 

She laughed shortly. ‘I don’t know — he’s such a stupid man. And 
he thinks he knows everything. He doesn’t seem to have an idea 
in his head beyond the number of gallons of petrol and the number 
of tins of bully beef.’ 

‘Well, that’s his job. And that’s the job you've got to help in, if 
you're going on this trip.’ He paused. ‘You can’t help him with 
your violin.’ 

She laughed. ‘Don’t be silly. But really I will do what I can.’ 
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‘That's better.’ He looked her up and down. ‘Are you going with 
all that hair on your head?’ 

She was genuinely surprised. ‘Why not?’ 

‘Get nits in it, likely as not.’ 

She laughed again, ‘Oh don’t be so absurd.’ 

In the first few days of June Ross made a quick trip to Copenhagen 
with Jameson, the engineer-photographer. A ship was leaving Copen- 
hagen for Iceland and Greenland; travelling slowly through the 
pack ice and calling at many settlements Jameson should reach 
Julianehaab shortly before they got there at the beginning of August. 
He took with him all the photographic equipment and most of their 
camping gear, food equipment, and supplies. 

In all they had nearly a ton of baggage. They visited the Gronlands 
Styrelse, and made a number of last-minute purchases. Then they 
went to the boat and saw the stuff on board; Ross said good-bye to 
Jameson, and stood watching as the vessel left the quay. Then he 
started back for London, travelling by night and day. 

He was tired when he got back, but there was not time for rest. 
The seaplane left New York upon the day that he got back to Eng- 
land, on a ship bound for Southampton. He travelled down to 
Southampton, visited two aircraft works, and made arrangements 
with a firm at Hythe to erect the machine and house it for him 
during the test flights. He went back to Southampton, and made 
arrangements for the transport of the crated aeroplane by lighter 
from the ship to the works at Hythe. He interviewed the Customs 
both in London and Southampton, and entered into a long negotia- 
tion regarding the admission of the machine into the country in 
bond. 

In London, the Royal Geographical Society told him where to 
get the concentrated foods, the pemmican and so forth, that he was 
compelled to carry as emergency rations in the machine. He visited 
each firm in turn arranging the lightest form of packing for the 
food; already he was desperately worried about weight. He bought 
a rifle and ammunition. Weight became his constant pre-occupation; 
he had certain limits that he must not overstep or he would carry 
insufficient fuel for safety. His worry over weight began to break 
his sleep; frequently he would wake at two in the morning and stay 
awake for hours. 

In his researches into weight he weighed himself, and found that 
since he started on the job he had lost seven pounds. The fact cheered 
him; there were seven pounds in reserve that he had not known 
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He went down to Oxford and saw Lockwood and the girl. He 
weighed them both; the don was twelve stone six and the girl a 
little under nine stone. ‘I’m getting flying suits, helmets, and boots 
for both of you,’ he said. ‘You'll be more comfortable that way, 
especially up North.’ He figured quickly on a pad. ‘In those suits, 
that makes you about two hundred and two pounds, sir, and you a 
hundred and forty-seven, Miss Lockwood.’ 

The girl asked, ‘How much petrol weighs a hundred and forty- 
seven pounds, Mr Ross?’ 

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Enough for about ninety-five miles.’ 

She smiled. ‘I see. You’ll expect me to do a lot of work to be worth 
that amount of petrol.’ 

He was embarrassed, and said awkwardly, ‘I wouldn’t put it quite 
like that, Miss Lockwood. We shall be all right with the petrol we’ve 
got now, so long as we can keep the weight from creeping up on us.’ 

He turned to the don. ‘I’ve made a note of thirty-five pounds for 
your technical equipment, sir. Now, about your personal luggage. 
I’m getting linen kitbags made up for you both —they’ll save the 
weight of suitcases. I’m afraid you’ll have to limit yourself to fifteen 
pounds each.’ 

Alix said impulsively, ‘But that’s impossible! We can’t go half 
across the world with only fifteen pounds for clothes and every- 
thing!” 

The pilot turned and faced her. ‘I’m afraid you’ve got to, Miss 
Lockwood,’ he said firmly. ‘I shall be taking nine pounds myself. 
I think if you start weighing out your things you'll find that you can 
get a great deal into fifteen pounds.’ 

She said, ‘Daddy can’t possibly take his dinner jacket in that.’ 

‘He won’t need it in Greenland, Miss Lockwood.’ 

‘But what about the boat on the way back? We must change for 
dinner on the boat.’ 

The pilot sighed. ‘He’ll have to buy a dinner jacket in America. 
Or — how about this? If you like to pack a trunk with things I’ll 
have it shipped to New York.’ 

The don said, ‘Mr Ross is right, Alix. I think the trunk is a very 
good idea. I’m quite sure you'll find that you can manage on fifteen 
pounds while we're travelling.’ 

The girl looked very doubtful, but said nothing more. 

Lockwood said, ‘How is the load looking now, Mr Ross? How 
much petrol will we be able to take?’ 

The pilot lit a cigarette. ‘It’s rather indefinite, he said. ‘I arranged 
for the machine to have tanks for fifteen hundred miles. Some of 
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that’s in the fuselage; by the way — we shan’t be able to smoke. But 
now that there are three of us, I shan’t be able to get her off the 
water with that weight of fuel. Fourteen hundred miles brings her 
back to a thousand pounds overload — she should get off with that 
in good conditions.’ He hesitated. “You might say that we'll have 
thirteen hundred safe.’ 

‘I see. How far is the longest flight we have to do?’ 

‘Invergordon to Reykjavik — just on eight hundred miles.’ 

“You seem to have a good margin in hand.’ 

‘And we may need it, Mr Lockwood. If we don’t I'll buy you a 
drink when we get to New York.’ 

He went back to London to unravel an appalling complication in 
the petrol shipments to Labrador. 

Three days later the machine arrived at Southampton Docks. Ross 
was there to meet it, saw it unloaded, and travelled with it on the 
lighter to the works at Hythe, across Southampton Water. He stayed 
with it while it was erected, with the exception of one quick trip 
to London to expedite the delivery of the wireless apparatus. Then 
he was back with the machine, watching it come together. He was 
pleased with his judgment. It was a fine, robust, workmanlike sea- 
plane, most suitable for the job it had to do. 

When it was finished and ready for flight he had it put upon the 
scales. It was a hundred and four pounds over weight. 

Desperately worried, he had it weighed again upon a different pair 
of scales. This time it was a hundred and ten pounds over weight. 
He did not have it weighed a third time, for fear it might go higher 
still. 

With two mechanics to help him he set to work to get the weight 
down. They tore out the light roofing and upholstery of the cabin, 
weighing each fragment as they took it out. They stripped the three 
seats of their upholstered backs, reducing them to bare steel frames; 
the sleeping-bags would serve to pad them a bit more. They ripped 
out the safety glass windows of the cabin and substituted cellon, that 
was lighter and would last the trip. They ripped out a luggage locker 
in the tail. They removed a few fittings for the land undercarriage, 
and scrapped a little ladder that made it easy to get into the cabin. 

He weighed her again. She was still twenty-seven pounds over 
weight, but he let it go at that. 

Then for three days he laboured with the wireless mechanics to 
install the radio. They worked eighteen hours a day, far into each 
night. When it was finished they made a ground test of the wireless 

in the middle of the night. An unexpected fault developed in the 
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set; it had to go back to the works next morning in a car. 

Ross was on the telephone to the technical director of the wire- 
less company early next morning, speaking his mind. Then he had 
the seaplane fuelled, and took it out for a short test flight. He took 
off down Southampton Water after a short run and climbed to about 
two thousand feet; he stayed up for about an hour, pleased with the 
machine. 

He landed with three pages of his pad covered with notes of minor 
adjustments and modifications to be done. Work started on those 
in the afternoon. Late that evening the wireless set came back again; 
they worked far on into the night refitting it to the machine. A 
ground test carried out at three in the morning was satisfactory; in 
the grey dawn Ross went to bed and slept for a few hours. 

He was in the air again by ten o’clock, with two engineers of the 
wireless company with him. Transmission from the set seemed to 
be good. Reception was nil; the only thing that could be heard in 
the headphones was the rattle of sparks from the ignition systems 
of the engine. The homing indicator did not work at all. 

Ross landed without delay, and taxied into the slipway in a black 
temper. Again he spoke his mind upon the telephone. Two officials 
started hurriedly from London; that afternoon there was a con- 
ference in the hangar and another short test flight to rub the experts’ 
noses in the mess. By the late afternoon the fault was diagnosed. The 
magnetos and ignition wiring of the engine were electrically 
screened; the sparking plugs were not. The sensitivity of the receiver 
made screened plugs a necessity. 

The telephone came into play again. One plug manufacturer 
could deliver a set of screened plugs in three months’ time, another 
had plugs in stock but unsuitable for an American engine. The repre- 
sentative of the engine manufacturer, when appealed to, thought 
that he might get a set in Amsterdam. 

Ross reported his difficulties by telephone to Hanson in Coventry 
and to Lockwood in Oxford, left Hythe, and went to London. He 
got there late at night, turned into a hotel, and slept very badly; 
early next morning he was with the engine representative. Together 
they rang up Amsterdam and talked for a quarter of an hour. Finally 
they had the satisfaction of arranging that a parcel of screened plugs, 
a set and a spare set, would be upon the afternoon plane from 
Amsterdam to Croydon. 

Ross reported again to Coventry, and went down to Croydon. He 
met the air liner, claimed his parcel, travelled back to London, and 
went down to Hythe. He got to the hangar late at night; an engineer 
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was waiting there to help him. Together they changed the eighteen 


sparking plugs, refitted the cowling of the engine, and saw the 


machine all ready for flight before they went to bed at about two 
o’clock in the morning. 

That night he hardly slept at all. He was down at the hangar by 
eight o’clock and in the air by half past eight with the wireless 
experts in the machine with him. The wireless troubles were now 
over. He stayed up for an hour and a half operating the set himself 
on all wave-lengths, transmitting in morse, homing on various 
stations. Finally he was satisfied, and landed with a lighter heart 
than he had had for some time. 

He rang up Lockwood at Oxford. ‘We’re all set now, sir,’ he said. 
‘T’d like to get away to Invergordon as soon as we can.’ 

‘Is everything ready?’ 

The pilot said, ‘The machine is all ready to start now. So far as I 
know, the only thing we’ve got left to do is to get your personal 
flying kit, sir, and Miss Lockwood’s. If you could both meet me in 
London to-morrow morning we could get that, and then come on 
down here. Then we could have a short flight in the afternoon, sleep 
in the hotel here, and get away in the morning.’ 

He arranged that with them. 

He went back to Guildford to his aunt, to spend the night with 
her. He had not been there for a week; she raised her eyebrows when 
she saw him. 

‘My! Donald,’ she exclaimed, ‘you’re looking awfu’ tired. What- 
ever ails you?’ 

He said irritably, ‘I’m all right.’ 

‘Youre not all right — you’re looking thin and peaked. What have 
you been doing with yourself?’ 

He said, ‘It’s been hard work getting this thing ready in the time. 
But the back of the job’s broken now. Now there’s only the flying 
to be done, and there’s no real work in that.’ 

‘Is there not?’ There was a pawky sarcasm in her voice. 

He sighed. ‘Well, anyway, it'll be easier than the last month has 
been.’ 

‘It will need to be.’ She took him into her little sitting-room. ‘Sit 
ye down, now, Donald, and stay quiet a bit while I get the supper. 
I got some meat and vegetables in when I got your telegram, so we 
could have a nice drop of Scots broth. And then there’s the rice 
pudding with the golden syrup that you like. Go on, and sit ye down.’ 

He sank into a chair, and lit a cigarette. She came back from the 
kitchen in a minute. ‘There’s your evening paper.’ 
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He did not open it, but sat smoking cigarettes quickly and rest- 
lessly, lighting one from the stub of the last. His mind kept running 
over the arrangements for his flight, searching for points that he 
had forgotten. Once or twice he made a note in pencil on the back 
of an envelope; in the last few days he had discovered that he could 
not altogether trust his memory. 

When his aunt came into the sitting-room an hour later to call 
him to his supper she found him asleep in the chair, the paper un- 
opened on his knee. She stood looking at him grimly for a minute, 
pursed her lips, and woke him up. 

They went through to supper in her tiny kitchen. 

Over the meal she said, ‘I have over the half of a bottle of Phos- 
ferine left, that I was taking last winter when I was poorly. If I 
give it to you, Donald, will you mind and take it?’ She paused. 
‘You're looking terribly run down.’ 

He was touched. ‘I’m really quite all right, Aunt Janet.’ 

‘Ye’ll be better for the Phosferine.’ 

He said, ‘I won’t take yours. I’ll get another bottle.’ 

‘There’s no call for you to go to that expense. I’ll put it in your 
bedroom, and mind you take it.’ 

‘It’s awfully good of you. It might make me sleep a bit better.’ 

He began to tell her all his plans for the flight. She was not well 
versed in the geography of the North; he sketched a map for her on 
the back of a calendar that the grocer had sent her at the New Year. 
She watched intently as he traced the outlines of Greenland, Iceland, 
and Labrador; then she took it and hung it upon its nail in the wall, 
the back outwards so that she could see the map. 

‘T'll be keeping it by me,’ she said. ‘Will they pay for you to send 
a telegram now and again, Donald, the way I'll know where you 
are?’ 

He smiled. ‘I'll be able to do that, Aunt Janet.’ 

‘Only if they pay for it on your expense account, Donald. Now 
that you’re making good money again you don’t want to be throw- 
ing it away on telegrams, or any other way. Ye want to put it by.’ 

‘All right, Aunt Janet. I think I can manage to squeeze in a tele- 
gram from time to time.’ 

She sighed. ‘I'd like fine to have come and see you off, Donald. 
But with the examinations coming on next week I canna get away.’ 
. ‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘It’s just a seaplane taking off. There’s 
nothing much to see.’ 

‘All the same, I'd like fine to have come.’ 

He went to bed early that night; in the bed that he had slept in 
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_ when he was a boy he had a good night, and awoke refreshed. He 
__ had to get up early in order to meet Lockwood and his daughter in 
London; he left the house at Guildford at about eight o’clock. 

His aunt came with him to the gate. ‘Mind and take the Phosferine, 
Donald,’ she said. 

He smiled, “All right. I won’t forget. I’ll be back about the end of 
September, Aunt Janet.’ 

Tll have the room all ready for you. Guid luck, Donald.’ 

‘Good luck, Aunt Janet.’ 

He travelled up to London, and met Lockwood and Alix at their 
hotel. The sole luggage that they had was the linen kitbags with 
fifteen pounds of their personal luggage in them; Ross gathered that 
the hotel had looked askance at them. ‘They didn’t seem to think 
that this was luggage at all,’ said Lockwood, smiling; ‘they made us 
pay for the rooms in advance.’ 

The girl seemed to take it personally. ‘It’s perfectly absurd,’ she 
said. ‘We'll never come here again.’ 

She was wearing a grey coat and skirt and a grey felt hat with a 
brim. There was something in her appearance that Ross could not 
place. She seemed different, younger. It was not until they reached 
the outfitters to try on flying clothing that the mystery was solved. 

She took off her hat to try on a black leather helmet. The yellow 
hair clustered round her head in a clipped shingled mass. 

Ross stared at it, caught unawares, ‘Why — you’ve had your hair 
cut!’ 

‘I know. I thought it would be less trouble.’ She did not repeat 
the rather coarse remark that Uncle David had made, but turned 
to the glass. 

The pilot fitted them both with helmets; then he had padded com- 
bination flying suits brought out. He said to Lockwood, “Would you 
mind slipping this one on, sir? It looks about right in length.’ To 
the girl he said, ‘You'll have to get rid of your skirt for this, Miss 
Lockwood.’ 

She gave him a freezing look, and said nothing. He turned to the 
man. ‘You've got a dressing-room ?’ 

‘Certainly. If madam would step this way?’ 

She went with him; Ross sighed, and turned back to her father. 
Things were going to be very difficult in the intimacy of camp life. 
He ought to have been firmer, and refused to take a girl at all. 

She came back presently, dressed in the flying suit, and laughed 
shortly when she saw her father. ‘I don’t know what you look like, 

Daddy.’ 
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He said maliciously, ‘I know what you look like, Alix. You look 
as if you'd just come off the pillion of a motor bicycle.’ 

‘Oh? 

Ross fitted them with soft sheepskin boots with the fur inside. It 
was a very hot July day; within a minute or two Lockwood was 
sweating and the girl was red in the face. ‘It’s all very comfortable, 
Mr Ross,’ she said. ‘May I go and get out of it now?’ 

He looked at her critically. “You’re quite sure the boots aren’t 
tight?’ 

There's heaps of room. I shall die if I have to stay in this thing 
any longer.’ 

She went back to the dressing-room. Presently she reappeared, 
normally dressed and carrying the suit over her arm. “Mr Ross,’ she 
said, ‘I’m sure this is going to be lovely when we get up North, but 
I shan’t have to wear it in this weather, when we start, shall I?’ 

He shook his head. ‘Not unless you want to, Miss Lockwood. Up 
to Invergordon you'll be quite all right as you are. You may want 
to wear it after that.’ 

He had their flying clothes packed up, and they took the parcels 
with them in the taxi to Waterloo. They had lunch in the train on 
their way down to Southampton. Over lunch Ross learned that Sir 
David was coming down from Coventry late in the afternoon to stay 
with them for the night and see them off. 

They took a taxi to Hythe; Ross took them into the hangar and 
showed them the machine, standing upon its beaching wheels before 
the open doors, ready for flight. ‘There she is,’ he said. ‘If you'll 
excuse me for a minute, I’ll get her pushed out to the slipway.’ 

He went off to find the foreman. The girl stared at the seaplane, 
the first she had ever seen. It was certainly an arresting sight. It was 
painted a vivid orange colour all over, wings and fuselage, relieved 
only by the dead-black registration letters. It was so bright it almost 
hurt the eyes to look at it. 

Alix turned to her father. ‘Daddy,’ she said, ‘it’s awful! What- 
ever made you have it that appalling colour?’ 

‘I never said a word about the colour,’ he replied. He hesitated 
uncomfortably. ‘It certainly is very bright.’ 

‘It’s simply terrible. I suppose that’s his idea of what looks nice — 
he probably thought we'd like it. Do you think we can get it 
changed? We can’t go around looking like a circus.’ 

A squad of men began to push the seaplane out; Ross came back 
to them. ‘Like it?’ he asked cheerfully. 

The don said mildly, ‘It’s rather a conspicuous colour,’ 
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The pilot nodded, still cheerfully. ‘The most conspicuous one there 
is, on any background. You’d see that ten miles away.’ 

The girl said irritably, ‘I don’t know that we want to be quite so 
conspicuous as that, Mr Ross.’ 

The pilot said patiently, ‘I had it that colour on purpose, Miss 
Lockwood. It’s the best colour of all for a job like this, If anything 
happens to us and we have to land, they’ll send out a search party 
for us — either by land or in another aeroplane. That colour shows 
up like a flame, on any background — snow, or trees, or grass, or 
water. It’s saved dozens of lives, that colour has.’ 

Lockwood looked at it with new interest. ‘That’s very sensible,’ 
he said. ‘I should never have thought of that.’ 

Alix said nothing. In theory, she had known what she was in for; 
she had known that there were elements of danger in the flight, and 
she was not afraid of them. What was good enough for her father 
was good enough for her. At the same time, it was a new idea to her 
that the colour of the paint might mean for her the difference 
between living and enjoying life, and dying in the wilderness. It 
made her thoughtful. It was in a milder tone that she said to Ross: 

‘It’s only got one wing. Is that as good as having two?’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘It’s a monoplane,’ he said. ‘As aircraft go, it’s 
a very good machine. Your uncle insisted on your having the best 
I could get.’ 

‘I know. I suppose that’s why it’s costing such a lot of money.’ 

‘That’s right,’ he said. “You can’t get something for nothing.’ 

He helped them up into the cabin and showed them the rather 
cramped accommodation. A good deal of the space was occupied 
by a large petrol tank; with the tank and the three seats there was 
only just room for their sleeping-bags, emergency rations, mooring 
and refuelling gear. The welded tubes of the structure stood bare 
and stark to the interior of the cabin, innocent of any trimming or 
upholstery. 

‘It all looks very workmanlike,’ said Lockwood at last. He stared 
at the array of instruments before the pilot, at the grey boxes of the 
wireless at his elbow. 

‘It’s a good machine,’ said Ross. ‘I never saw a better one for the 
job.’ 

The girl stared round the cabin, and said nothing. It seemed to her 
like sitting in the engine-room of a ship, or on the footplate of a loco- 
motive. So far as she had thought about it at all, she had imagined 
that the aeroplane would be like a saloon car, or like a first-class 
carriage in a railway train. She had never travelled on an air line, 
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put she knew that they were like that. This was very different. She 
would have to sit upon a little air cushion with a bare metal tank 
containing a hundred and fifty gallons of petrol at her elbow, already 
smelling strongly, filling the cabin with its tang. Everything she 
touched was bare metal, new and shining, slightly oily, and rather 
smelly. Clustered around the pilot’s seat immediately in front of 
her there was a vast array of dials and little handles, forty or fifty 
little things, perhaps. She did not know the name, or the function, 
or the purpose of one of them. 

For the first time she began to realize what this expedition meant 
to her. She was stepping from the world she knew into a world of 
different values. For the first time she appreciated the weight of 
what her uncle had said to her in Oxford. On this trip she would be 
adverse to its success; she knew nothing of what had to be done, or 
how it could be achieved. x 

‘It all looks very nice,’ she said at last, a little weakly. 

Ross settled them in their seats, and saw that they were comfort- 
able. Then he had the machine pushed to the head of the slipway. 
She started with a hand inertia starter; he had chosen that method 
rather than risk exhaustion of the batteries by electric starting. 
With run-down batteries they would have inefficient wireless; with 
inefficient wireless they might be in danger. 

He knelt upon the pilot’s seat awkwardly in the confined space, — 
fitted the crank and began grinding away at the flywheel. By the 
time it was spinning sweat was pouring off him, that hot summer 
afternoon. The girl sat and watched him labouring at the crank, 
almost on top of her; she had not imagined it would be like this. 
The hum of the flywheel rose to a high whine; the pilot stopped 
cranking suddenly, pulled a little handle on the instrument board. 
The propeller in front of her started to revolve, the engine burst 
into life, and the airscrew was lost to sight. The pilot took out the 
the crank and stowed it behind his seat, wiping his forehead. 

He smiled at her. ‘I shan’t be sorry when we get up North,’ he 
said. 

‘It looks terribly hot work.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘You must teach me how to do that. I could give 
you a hand turning that thing, anyway.’ 

‘It’s not so bad,’ said Ross. “Take it easily, and it goes all right.’ 

He slipped into his seat, and sat for a few minutes warming up 
his engine. He showed them the oil pressure and temperature gauges, 
and explained what he was doing. The don was able to follow what 
he said; the girl sat watching the little needles move under the glasses 
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without understanding. She sat silent, feeling rather lost. 

The pilot signalled to the ground crew and the seaplane was eased 
down the slipway. She took the water and floated for a few minutes 
while the men in waders cleared the beaching trolley; then Ross 
opened his throttle a little and moved out over the water. Lockwood 
was in the seat beside him, watching his movements with interest, 
asking a question now and then. Behind him the girl sat stiff and 
rigid, worried and alert. 

Presently Ross turned the machine into the wind pointing down 
Southampton Water, and peered around in all directions. Then he 
glanced back over his shoulder at the girl. ‘All right, Miss Lockwood?’ 

She moistened her lips. ‘I’m quite ready.’ 

He smiled. ‘I’m going to take her off now. Just sit relaxed in your 
seat — there won’t be any motion.’ 

The engine opened out with a roar: she saw him press his wheel 
forward, felt the machine rise and trim forward on the floats. Then 
they were running over the surface of the water; from her seat she 
could watch the port float, watch the feathery spray as it flew side- 
ways from its midship section. The feather grew smaller; quite sud- 
denly it was not there at all. She looked up, wondering; to her 
surprise the trees upon the bank were level now with the machine, 
falling below her. They were fifty feet up. 

In front of her, the pilot was playing a complicated fantasia upon 
his controls. He throttled back, and the harsh note of the engine 
sank to a lower tone. He wound a little handle in the roof above his 
head, felt the wheel and wound the handle half a turn further. 
He wound another little handle on the floor between his feet; the 
machine yawed from side to side till he was satisfied. Then he turned 
to a thing like a gigantic fishing reel low down beside his feet; it 
started to rotate and the copper wire upon it rapidly grew less. 

Presently, to her alarm, the New Forest got up vertically beside 
the wing tip and began to revolve. In a moment it settled down 
again, and she found that they were heading westwards down the 
Solent. 

The pilot was delicately adjusting the condenser of his wireless 
receiver. He took the headphones from his head and passed them 
over to the don. ‘Radio Normandie,’ he said. ‘It’s quite clear now.’ 

Lockwood took the headphones diffidently and put them on as the 
Isle of Wight passed by below them. He heard the closing bars of 
a dance tune, the silvery notes of a bell. Then he heard a clear 
woman’s voice. ‘Mrs Jones—I must tell you about my Elsie, three 
years old last March. Her tongue was dreadfully coated yesterday 
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morning, and she was ever so listless and fretful. Mrs Johnson advised — 
me to give her Candy-lax, the delicious children’s laxative that tastes 
just like Edinburgh Rock. My dear —- it was marvellous. You really 
ought to—’ 

The don removed the headphones from his ears. The pilot said, 
‘There’s none of that ignition noise there now, is there?’ 

Lockwood shook his head. ‘It’s very clear.’ He did not know what 
ignition noise would sound like, but the wireless seemed to work 
all right. He handed back the headpiece. 

‘ll just try the transmission again.’ For a time the pilot busied 
himself with the tapping key, head down, intent upon the wireless. 
uncontrolled, the aeroplane held a straight course, climbing slowly 
and heading out to sea. For a quarter of an hour they went on like | 
that, the coast-line gradually receding behind them. Lockwood and 
the girl gradually relaxed in their seats. In this noisy, motionless 
ascent over the sea there was nothing to disturb them; they found 
themselves capable of looking round, appreciating their situation. 
They noticed that it had grown considerably colder. 

Presently the pilot took the headphones off and hung them on 
a hook beside him. ‘It’s quite O.K.,’ he said. ‘I was working Croydon 
and Bristol then.’ 

Lockwood asked, ‘How high up are we?’ 

‘Seven thousand.’ Ross showed him the altimeter. 

He glanced at the far line of the shore, fifteen miles away on 
his right hand, and swung the machine round. He throttled a little 
to prevent her climbing higher, took his hands from the wheel, 
and half turned in his seat. ‘Are you quite comfortable, Miss Lock- 
wood?’ he asked. 

She nodded. ‘It’s a bit cold.’ 

‘I know. I'll bring her down in a minute. Does the noise worry 
you?’ 

‘Not now. It did at first.’ 

‘If you'll remind me, I’ll get some cotton-wool for your ears before 
we start. Are there any draughts round that seat?’ 

‘There’s one by my legs.’ 

He nodded. ‘I'll see if I can fix it when we get down. See if you can 
see where it’s coming in.’ 

He turned again to his wheel and throttled down. The engine 
noise died away and a whispering rush of air succeeded it; the nose 
fell below the horizon and they sank down towards the sea. At two 
thousand feet, with the Isle of Wight before them, the pilot opened 
up again; he turned to the don beside him. 
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- ‘T think she’s quite all right, sir. Would you like to stay up a bit 
longer, or shall we go home now?’ 

Lockwood said, ‘I’m quite comfortable here. But I should go back 
if you’ve anything to do.’ 

The pilot nodded his agreement, and began reeling in the aerial. 

They passed swiftly over the Solent, over the New Forest between 
Lymington and Bealieu, and round over Hythe at about five hundred 
feet. He throttled back and sank towards the water, flattened his 
glide, lifted her to the stall, and rubbed the heels of his floats gently 
into the surface. The seaplane sank forward on to the body of the 
floats, bit down into the water, and came to rest. Ross turned her, 
and taxied in towards the slip. 

The floats grated gently on the concrete, Ross switched off and 
the men in waders busied themselves with the beaching wheels. Ross 
turned to Lockwood, and indicated two figures on the shore. ‘There’s 
your brother, sir, with Mr Hanson.’ 

The cable was attached, and the machine was pulled up to the 
hangar at the head of the slipway. Ross got out first, helped his pas- 
sengers down on to the float, and so to the ground. Sir David came 
to meet them. ‘Well, Cyril— how do you like flying?’ 

The don said, ‘I think it’s very pleasant. We seemed to go a long 
way in a short time.’ 

‘That’s what you do it for.’ Sir David turned to the pilot. ‘I saw 
you make a very perfect landing.’ 

Ross said, ‘She’s a very nice seaplane, sir. She’s very stable, but 
the control’s there when you want it. They’re really very easy to 
fly, these things.’ 

Her uncle turned to Alix. ‘What about you, Alix? Feel like going 
to Greenland in it?’ 

She nodded. ‘It’s all right. But my feet got very cold.’ 

Ross turned to her. ‘If you’ll show me where that draught comes 
in, Miss Lockwood, I’ll see if we can do something about it.’ They 
got back into the cabin and bent over her seat. ‘Oh, I see — where 
the petrol pipe goes through. I'll get a bit of soft leather put over 
that.’ 

The Lockwoods went off together to the hotel; the pilot stood by 
the door of the hangar with Hanson. Wearily he pulled his cigarette 
case out, and offered one to the secretary. ‘Well, that’s the first 
part of the job,’ he said, and blew a long cloud of smoke. ‘I never 
thought we'd get the bloody thing through in the time.’ 

Hanson said, ‘Is everything going all right now, Mr Ross?’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘I’m quite happy about her now. I'll stay on 
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and see her filled up to-night, and then we'll be all ready to start in — 
the morning.’ 

The secretary looked at him keenly. ‘I’m afraid you’ve had a hard 
time over this thing, Mr Ross. I never would have believed that 
there’d be so much work in it.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘That’s so,’ he said. ‘The hard work in a show like 
this is before you start.’ 

‘You're feeling all right, yourself?’ 

‘Oh, I’m all right. I’ll go to bed early and get a good night’s sleep 
to-night, now that the machine’s ready. Then off we go in the 
morning.’ 

The secretary made no comment. Presently he went up to the 
hotel, after the others. ‘I’ll see you up there, later on,’ said the 

ilot. 

: He turned back to the machine. With the ground engineer to help 
him he changed the engine oil, and cleaned the fuel and oil filters. 
They took off the engine cowling, opened the valve covers, and 
checked the tappet clearances of eighteen valves with a feeler. Then 
they replaced the cowling, had the machine pushed beneath the 
petrol hose, and filled in fuel for twelve hundred miles. They drained 
the sump of each petrol tank in turn. 

Finally they rested against the float. “That’s the lot then,’ said the. 
ground engineer. ‘She’s all ready for you in the morning, now.’ 

The pilot nodded; he was very tired. ‘I wish we were starting next 
week,’ he said. ‘There’s always too much bloody rush about these 
jobs.’ 

‘That’s so,’ the man said. ‘Still, you got her through in time, and 
that’s the main thing. I don’t think you'll have much trouble with 
her.’ He stroked the float, almost affectionately. 

‘She'll be all right,’ said Ross. He went back to the hotel, got out 
of his overalls and had a wash, and went down to the lounge. He 
found Sir David there alone. ‘Have a drink, Mr Ross,’ 

The pilot said, ‘I’ll have a tomato juice, sir.’ 

He lit a cigarette with quick, nervous movements and sipped his 
strange, unsatisfying drink. They talked for a short time about the 
expedition. The manufacturer said, ‘I’m sorry that you aren’t taking 
an engineer with you. It would have made things easier. I see that 
now.’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘I shan’t need one. There’ll only be three 
stops before we get to Julianehaab — at Invergordon, Reykjavik, and 
Angmagsalik. I can manage alone for that length of time. Then when 
we pick up Jameson I shall have all the help I want.’ 
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~ Sir David eyed him keenly. ‘Now, are you really sure about that? 
I’m quite prepared to cut out Alix now and send an engineer instead, 
_ if you think that would be safer.’ 
_ ‘I wouldn’t do that, sir. We shall be quite all right as we are.’ 
‘Is Alix behaving herself?’ 
The pilot smiled slowly. ‘She didn’t much like it when I told her 
_ to take off her skirt.’ He added a few details of the incident. 
_ Her uncle smiled at him. ‘It’s going to be good for her, this trip. 
I hope you won’t find her a difficult passenger.’ 
The pilot yawned, and stretched himself. ‘There’s no such thing 
in transport,’ he said drily. ‘The passenger is always right, like the 
_ customer. One time I took a goat in the machine from Churchill to 
Eastmain — and did he stink! But we got along all right.’ 

Sir David eyed the pilot with new interest. 

They dined together in a party, talking about the route; the pilot 
would drink nothing but water. At the conclusion of the meal he 
turned to Lockwood. 

‘T think I’ll leave you now, and go to bed. I’d like to have break- 
fast to-morrow at half past seven and get away from here soon after 
eight, if that suits you, sir. If we do that we should be up at Inver- 
gordon easily by tea-time.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Make whatever arrangements for us you think 
best, Mr Ross. We'll do whatever you say.’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘All right —I’ll tell them about the breakfast in 
the office. Good night, sir. Good night, Miss Lockwood.’ 

‘Good night, Mr Ross.’ 

He left them, and went upstairs. Alix followed him a little later. 
Sir David went out with his brother and walked a little way down 
the road with him as they finished their cigars. 

‘I should keep an eye on that young chap, Cyril,’ he said presently. 
‘See that he doesn’t do all the work.’ 

The don nodded. ‘I’m afraid he’s had rather a hard time in the 
last few days.’ 

‘Hanson was talking to me about that before dinner. None of us 
realized how much he'd have to do before the flight began.’ 

‘That’s very true. Do you think he ought to have a few days’ rest 
before we start?’ 

Sir David shook his head. ‘He wouldn’t take it. He wants to get 
on. No, just keep an eye on him — and see that Alix makes things 
easy for him, too. He’s looking very different now to when we saw 
him first.’ 

‘He’s thinner, isn’t he?’ 
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The other nodded. ‘I keep on thinking that we should have sent ~ 
an engineer with him. Still, it’s too late to make an alteration now.’ 


CHAPTER FOUR 


In the warm morning sunlight the machine moved down the slip- 
way to the water. Knee-deep in water, the men removed her beach- 
ing wheels for the last time, and she taxied out slowly from the 
shore. At the water’s edge Sir David and his secretary stood in city 
clothes waving to them with their umbrellas; from the cramped 
cabin of the seaplane Alix and her father waved in reply. The pilot 
opened his throttle a little and took the seaplane over to the far 
shore. ‘ 

The day was already hot; at that slow speed the heat was stifling 
in the cabin. None of them were wearing flying clothes. Lockwood 
and Ross wore tweed coats and grey flannel trousers; the girl wore 
her grey coat and skirt and a silk blouse. The back of the cabin was 
piled high with their sleeping-bags, luggage, and emergency rations; 
the flying suits were on top, ready if they were wanted on the way. 
It would be possible for Lockwood and his daughter to get out of 
their seats and put on flying suits in the air; the pilot would have 
to stay as he was till they landed. 

The take-off, with twelve hundred miles of fuel on board, went 
moderately well. There was a light south-easterly breeze blowing up 
Southampton Water; the pilot headed into this and opened his 
throttle full. Then as she gathered speed slowly he worked with his 
elevators to rock her forward on to the step of the floats; she ploughed 
ahead, leaving a deep wash. Half a mile from the start he got her 
up on to the step; thereafter she gained speed quickly and finally 
left the surface after about a mile. For a few moments he nursed 
her upwards from the water, tense and alert; then as she gained speed 
he put her into a normal climb and relaxed. 

Lockwood said, ‘We seemed to go a long way on the water.’ 

‘I know. She’s got fuel for twelve hundred miles on board. If we 
get her off with thirteen fifty, it’s all she’ll ever do. Of course, there’s 
not a lot of wind.’ 

‘How far is it to Invergordon?’ 

‘About seven hundred and fifty miles, the way we go. We've got 
to keep round the coast. Say six and a half hours. We ought to get 
there at about four o’clock, if all goes well.’ 
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_ He turned, and began flying eastwards down the coast of England, 


_ past Portsmouth and Brighton, on to Dungeness. 
It was about nine o’clock in the morning. Ross climbed the machine 


_ slowly to about four thousand feet; the temperature up there was — 


_ moderate. He reeled out his aerial and tested his wireless again, then 
settled down to the flight. The weather was perfect. The south coast 
_ of England, flat and uninteresting from the air, passed slowly by 


them. For the first half-hour Lockwood and the girl were interested 
and asked many questions about the towns they passed, the speed 


_ of the machine, and the height. Then they fell silent; the seaplane 


droned monotonously on. 

The end of the first hour found them a little way past Dungeness, 
nearing Dover. He left the coast at Folkestone and cut across the end 
of Kent on a course for the Norfolk coast. They passed near Margate, 
and headed out over the Thames estuary. 

By eleven o’clock they were near Yarmouth, cutting across a 
corner of the land again on their way to the coast of Lincolnshire. 

The pilot sat motionless at the wheel. He wore a flying helmet 
fitted with headphones; he had turned on the radio to one of the 
continental stations and was listening to dance music. From time to 
time he made a small adjustment to the tail control above his head; 
as fuel was consumed the trim of the machine altered very slightly. 
Now and again he pulled a map from beneath his leg and compared 
it with some feature on the ground; from time to time he did a little 
sum upon a slide rule to check his ground speed. Every twenty min- 
utes he re-set the directional gyro in agreement with the compass. 
These little occupations lessened the monotony for him; between 
them he listened to the dance band. 

In the seat beside him, Lockwood had fallen asleep. 

Behind the pilot Alix sat motionless, staring at the slowly moving 
countryside. She had not expected that a flight would be like this. 
She had expected that to fly would be thrilling, or at least interesting. 
In fact, she found that it was neither. Her head felt sick and woolly 
from the clamour of the engine. A patch of sunlight lay across her 
lap; that part of her in the the sun was unbearably hot, out of the 
sun she was a little cold. She could not move to any other seat; 
there was no blind to be pulled down. 

They had been two hours in the machine; already she was tired, 
bored and cross. The pilot said there were another five hours to go. 

Her seat was getting very hard. She shifted her position uneasily. 

At twelve o’clock they passed the mouth of the Humber, and 


- Spurn Head. There were clouds in the sky now, and more ahead; the 
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day was gradually becoming overcast as they got farther north. . 
Lockwood was awake again and studying the map, comparing it 
with the coast. Behind them the girl was falling into an uneasy 
coma of fatigue. 

Presently Ross suggested lunch. They had brought sandwiches 
with them from the hotel at Hythe; they ate these off Sunderland, 
proceeding steadily towards Scotland. The food woke them up, and 
refreshed them. The weather here was almost wholly overcast and 
rather cold; they came down to fifteen hundred feet and felt better. 

At two o’clock they were off the Firth of Forth; away to the west 
they saw the smoke of Leith and Edinburgh. They crossed the mouth 
of the firth and met the coast again at Arbroath; then for nearly an 
hour they followed it to Aberdeen. At Aberdeen they took a cut 
across the land, and came to Banff at about three o’clock. 

Up there the day was bright again, and the sun*warm. Ross turned 
north-west by compass for Cromarty; presently he was able to show | 
his passengers an identation in the heather-covered cliffs ahead, and 
an appearance of water behind. 

‘Cromarty Firth,’ he said. ‘Invergordon’s on the north side some- 
where.’ 

Lockwood smiled. ‘I shan’t be sorry to get there.’ 

‘I know. It’s very boring, isn’t it?’ 

He turned and spoke to Alix, ‘Are you very tired, Miss Lockwood ?’ 

She shook her head. ‘No —I’m not tired. But I shall be very glad 
to get out.’ 

‘So shall I’ 

Ross brought the machine down to a thousand feet and flew into 
Cromarty from the sea. He had never been there before, but he found 
Invergordon without difficulty and circled low over the water to find 
the red buoy that he had arranged should be prepared for him to 
moor the seaplane to. He saw it in the position that he had arranged, 
a little to the west of the main jetty. There were no ships in the firth, 
and no sign of any boat to meet him at the buoy. He went up to a 
thousand feet again and turned to Lockwood. 

‘When we land,’ he said, ‘we’ve got to make fast to that red buoy. 
I can taxi up to it on the water; can you get down on to the float 
and catch it?’ 

‘Of course I can. Tell me what I’m to do.’ 

The mooring gear was very simple. A bridle of steel cable joined 
two stout bollards, one in the nose of each float. From the centre of 
this bridle a cable was led down the outside of the port float to a 
point near the cabin door, and was held in clips from which it could 
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_ be readily pulled out. At the aft end this cable carried a large spring 
_ hook, exactly like a dog-leash clip on an enormous scale. 
To moor the seaplane, somebody had to get down from the cabin 
_ and stand upon the curved top of the float as the seaplane taxied up 
_ to the buoy. The top of the float was only a few inches from the 
water; if there were waves they would wet his feet. He had to pull 
_ the cable from its clips along the float and have the spring hook ready 
_in one hand. Then the machine would manceuvre to bring the buoy 
to his feet; he would catch it with a little boathook that they carried 
in the cabin, clip the hook on to it, and let it go. The seaplane would 
then ride to the buoy, attached to it by the cable and the bridle to 
the floats. 

Ross explained this to Lockwood as they cruised around over 
Invergordon; the don had no difficulty in understanding what he 
had to do. But the girl interposed. 

“You'd better not do that, Daddy,’ she said. ‘I can get down there 
much better. You stay here.’ 

She turned to Ross. ‘I’ve just got to catch the buoy with the boat- 
hook, and clip the spring hook on to it?’ 

He nodded. He was glad that she had volunteered. It seemed to 
him that there was nothing difficult about it, but perhaps it was a 
job better for youth than for age. “That’s all you’ve got to do,’ 
he said. ‘Keep a good hold on something — the float may be slippery. 
Try not to lose the boathook. There’s a little leather loop on it - 
put that over your wrist. And look, don’t try and hold on to the 
buoy, if you can’t manage. Let it go, and I'll bring her round to it 
again.’ 

“I suppose there’s something on the buoy for the spring hook to 
clip on to?’ 

‘There ought to be a metal ring.’ 

‘That’s quite clear, Mr Ross.’ 

‘All right. I’ll put her down now. Don’t open the cabin door until 
I tell you.’ 

He made a wide sweep into wind and sank to the surface of the 
water. He touched down gently; the machine sank forward on the 
floats and pulled up quickly. Ross opened the side window at his 
elbow to its full extent, swung the machine round, and taxied 
towards the buoy. When he was near it he slowed the machine 
down to a walking pace and turned to the girl. 

‘All right now, Miss Lockwood. Be careful how you get down on 


the float.’ 
She got up from her seat and opened the door. The float below 
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was practically awash; she did not like the look of it at all. Still, she 
had said that she could do it. In any case, it had to be either her or 
her father, since the pilot could not leave his seat. She was suddenly 
angry that he should expect her to do such a thing. It was absurd 
that she should have to do this. It was an error in the organization, 
an inefficiency for which he was responsible. Still, there was nothing 
for it. 

She crawled backwards out of the open door and, lying on her 
stomach on the sill, felt for the float with her toes. She levered herself 
out farther, and touched it. Her skirt was rucked up to her waist, 
making her angrier still; mercifully there was nobody there to 
see. 

She found her foothold on the float and stood erect. He had warned 
her that it might be slippery; it was. She was wearing her normal 
walking shoes, with leather soles and medium high heels. She ought 
to have had rubbers on for this. He should have told her. 

She clutched the wing strut and turned forward; from his window 
he was watching her intently. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked. 

She said shortly and acidly, ‘I’m quite all right, thank you, Mr 
Ross.’ 

She turned gingerly and took the boathook from the floor of the 
cabin; then she stooped down and unfastened the spring hook from 
the float. The pilot opened a chink of throttle very gently, keeping 
one eye upon the girl standing behind his shoulder on the float; the 
machine crept forward to the buoy. 

There was a strong tidal current running past the buoy. The wind 
was light; he made a circuit and approached up the tide. He knew 
from much experience in the past that the only real danger in this 
sort of thing lay in allowing the machine to become held by the 
mooring with the floats broadside to the tide. Then, if the tide were 
strong enough, the seaplane might be capsized; it was a real danger, 
that. In a way the tide made it easier, however; he could keep steer- 
age way and yet come very slowly to the buoy. The girl should 
have no difficulty, he thought. 

A wave slopped over the float and over the girl’s feet, filling her 
shoes with water. She became suddenly furious, but said nothing. 

The buoy appeared beside the float. Ross nursed the machine 
gently up to it. Alix stooped as it came to her, caught it easily with 
the boathook, and slipped the cable to the ring. From the window 
ahead of her the pilot said: 

‘Good show. Let it go now.’ 

She did not hear him very well. She stood there with the buoy 
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_ held in her hand, looking forward at him. ‘Do you mean put it in 
_ the water?’ 
He sat screwed round in his seat, looking backwards at her. ‘Just 
_ throw it all in’ 
She shuffled a little, and threw the buoy back into the sea with the 
_ cable attached to it. ‘Do you mean like that?’ 
‘That’s fine.’ 
The pilot swung round in his seat. In the short time that he had 
_ taken his eyes from the forward view the seaplane had been blown 
round, and she now lay well across the tide, drifting rapidly down- 
stream as the slack of the cable took up. There was no time to be 
— lost. 
He said, ‘Bloody hell!’ and thrust the throttle wide open, treading 
_ hard upon the rudder to get her straight again. The engine opened 
out with a roar and a blast of air from the propeller; at the same 
moment there was a considerable jerk from the floats as the machine 
was brought up sharply on the mooring. There was a scuffling noise 
behind him as the seaplane swung back to the stream, and then a 
splash. The machine swung straight, he pulled the throttle back, 
and turned in his seat, aghast. The girl had fallen in. 

Ross jumped from his seat, pushed past Lockwood, and was at 
the cabin door in a moment. She was swimming strongly a yard or 
two away from the float; the swing had carried the machine a little 
way from her. He was down on the float in an instant, caught her 
hand, and pulled her up beside him; she still held the boathook. 

Her wet silk blouse clung to her like a bathing dress. For a frac- 
tion of an instant the pilot’s eyes rested on her figure in subconscious 
surprise. She could be beautiful. Then he was full of stammering 
apologies. 

‘I say Miss Lockwood — I’m terribly sorry. Did you hurt yourself?’ 

In the cabin door her father stooped, looked down at her, and he 
was laughing. 

She swung round on the pilot. She was streaming with water, and 
she had lost one shoe; she balanced precariously on the other upon 
the slippery float. 

‘You did that on purpose’ she said furiously. “You meant me to 
fall off!’ 

Her father had stopped laughing. ‘Don’t talk such nonsense, Alix,’ 

_ he said sharply. ‘It was an accident.’ 

‘It wasn’t an accident at all! He put on his engine, and the rush 
of air pushed me off the float!’ 

Ross said, ‘I’m really most awfully sorry. I had to open her up 
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and get her straight, or I’d have had her over. She was all across — 
the tide.’ ; 

She said, ‘I don’t believe a word of it.’ The pilot said nothing; in 
stony silence she got back into the cabin, helped by her father. 

Over her shoulder Lockwood glanced at the pilot expressively; 
Ross smiled, and shrugged his shoulders. He followed her into the 
cabin, squeezed past them, and stopped the engine. Through the 
windscreen he saw a motor boat approaching them from the shore. 

He got down on to the float again and held the boat off as it came 
alongside, fearful of damage to the machine. The boatman knew 
his job, however; it was not the first time he had had to deal with 
seaplanes. In silence the girl and her father got down into the boat. 
Ross went back into the cabin, closed the windows, and handed 
down their personal luggage; he passed her flying boots down to the | 

irl. 4 
* ‘I should put these on, Miss Lockwood,’ he said impassively. She 
could not walk up to the hotel without a shoe. 

She took them without a word. 

The pilot joined them in the boat, and in the golden summer after- 
noon they were carried to the shore in silence. Ross spoke a few 
words to the boatman to arrange for him to be available in half an 
hour to refuel the seaplane; then they were at the jetty and he 
was helping the Lockwoods from the boat. They walked up through 
the little town to the hotel with hardly a word spoken. 

The hotel was a good one, situated in the middle of the one street 
of the little town; it was owned. and run by the British Government. 
There were no warships in the firth, and the hotel was practically 
empty. Ross made arrangements for their rooms, and they went to 
them at once. 

Lockwood came into the pilot’s room with him. ‘I’m sorry my 
daughter said what she did,’ he said directly. ‘I saw the whole thing. 
It was a pure accident.’ 

Ross smiled. ‘Don’t think any more about it, sir. She’s probably 
a bit tired. Anyway, I ought never to have let her get down on the 
float in shoes like that. She’ll be all right in the morning.’ 

The don bit his lip. ‘I shall have to have a talk with her,’ he said | 
at last. 

‘I wouldn’t do that, sir. Let it blow over. I’ll see if I can think up 
some other way of picking up the moorings.’ 

‘I don’t see how you can do the whole thing. You must have some- 
body to help you.’ 


He walked over to the window and stood looking out over the 
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B cenlit biue water of the firth, the purple, heather-covered hills. The 
_ air was fresh and sweet. He turned back to Ross. ‘I know you would 
_ rather have had a young man on this trip, in place of Alix,’ he said. 
‘I'm beginning to see what you meant.’ 

The pilot lit a cigarette. ‘I’ve no quarrel with Miss Alix, sir, he 
_ said. ‘I should be quite prepared to carry on as we are. But you’ve 
_ got to understand what we're in for. I reckoned Invergordon as an 

easy landing, and it was. From now onwards we're going to have a 
_ whole lot of difficulties that we haven’t had yet. This is a tough trip, 

Mr Lockwood. I’ve said so all along, and nobody believed me. We 

can make it all right if we all pull together. But the sort of little 
_ accident we had to-day is going to happen every day, in one form or 

another. We'll have to get out of the way of slanging at each other, 
or we shan’t get very far.’ 

‘That’s very true.’ 

Ross said, ‘I expect she’s tired. After all, it’s the first flight she’s 
ever made, except the short one we had yesterday. You have a cup 
of tea with her alone, sir. Then we’ll meet for dinner, and [ll see 
if I can make things right with her this evening.’ 

The older man looked at him. ‘What are you going to do?’ 

‘T’ve got to see to the refuelling, and look over the engine. 
Don’t worry about me.’ 

‘How long will that take?’ 

‘Two or three hours?’ 

‘Tll come and give you a hand.’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘You stay with Miss Alix, sir. The boatman 
can give me all the help I want. I’ll meet you for dinner.’ 

‘You must have a cup of tea yourself before you go.’ 

_. The pilot smiled. ‘I'll get something. Then this evening I’ll ring 

up the Air Ministry for a weather forecast. If it’s any good, I'll 
- get another one at four o’clock in the morning. If that’s all right, 

we'll make a start for Reykjavik. If not, we'll have to wait until it 

is all right. I want decent weather for the big crossing.’ 

The don left him and went to his own room. Ross undid his per- 
sonal kit, sponged his face, and went down to the jetty again to 
meet the boatman and commence refuelling. 

A quarter of an hour later Lockwood tapped at the door of his 
daughter’s room. She opened it to him, clad in a kimono and very 
little else. He could see that she was still very angry; her clothes were 
in a wet heap on the floor. ‘How are you getting on?’ he asked. ‘Put 
on some things, and come down and have tea.’ 

_ ‘I can’t come down. I haven’t got anything to change into.’ 
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‘But you've got other clothes?’ 

‘I’ve got everything except a skirt. I thought that one would do.’ 

He said, ‘There are shops here. I’ll go out and get you one. What 
size waist?’ 

She sniffed despondently. ‘I don’t suppose there'll be a thing that 
I can wear.’ 

He was suddenly cross with her. “You'll wear what I get you,’ he 
said sharply. ‘What size waist?’ 

‘Twenty-five inches, Daddy.’ 

He went out and down into the wide, straight street. The only 
draper’s shop could make a skirt in half a day, but had nothing in 
stock. They directed him to the ironmonger’s, a comprehensive 
establishment that sold everything from sheepskin rugs to sporting 
cartridges and salmon rods. Here he got a tweed skirt of the right 
waist measurement from a dusty package labelled July 1923. 

‘There’s not a great demand for these goods,’ the man told him. 
‘Just once and again.’ 

It was a bright-green tweed. He knew she would not like it, but 
he bought it and took it back to the hotel with him. He took it up 
and gave it to her in her room; she took it meekly and without a 
word. He told her to come down to tea. 

She joined him a quarter of an hour later, silent and subdued. She 
was Wearing a pale-blue roll-neck sweater with her vivid-green skirt, 
a combination which was impressive but not pleasing. The tea 
refreshed the girl; by the end of the meal she was venturing a little 
conversation with her father. 

When it was over, Lockwood suggested that they went out to 
explore the little town. In the warm summer evening they found 
their way down to the jetty, built out on piles into the firth. From 
there they could see the seaplane at her moorings with the boat 
alongside. Ross was in the cabin engaged in the endless, wearisome 
task of filling the contents of seventy petrol cans into the big tank, 
stopping from time to time to pump fuel from the big tank into the 
service tanks up in the wings. From the shore the Lockwoods could 
not see exactly what was going on. They saw enough to make it 
clear to them that the pilot, as tired as they were, was still working. 

Lockwood said gently, “You'll have to take back what you said 
to him this afternoon, Alix.’ 

She did not speak. 

‘It was a pure accident, you know.’ 

‘I’m not so sure about that.’ 

‘Now you're being silly. He couldn’t possibly have done anything 
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_ else.’ In a few words he told her what had happened. ‘He’s very 
_ worried that you should have thought he did it on purpose.’ 

___ She said in a low tone. ‘He never wanted me to come upon this 
trip at all,’ 

Her father smiled. ‘Well, that’s perfectly true. He said that if 
another person was to come, it ought to be a young man, who could 
__ help him. And all you've done so far has gone to prove him right.’ 

The evening sun beat down upon the timbers of the jetty, bring- 
ing out the scent of tar and creosote from the wood. Beneath their 
feet the calm water lapped, and shoals of grey fish moved un- 
molested. Presently the girl said quietly: 

‘Does this mean you want me to go home, Daddy?’ 

He considered before speaking, and her heart sank. ‘I can’t have 
you quarrelling with Mr Ross like this, Alix,’ he said at last. ‘It’s not 
fair to him. On a difficult trip like this, it may even be dangerous to 
all of us unless we can be good friends. I want you to come on with 
us. But if you feel that you can’t hit it off with him, then you must 
say so before you leave here and I'll get an undergraduate to come 
up and join me. Collins would come, and be glad to get the chance.’ 

‘I see.’ 

He laid his hand upon her shoulder. ‘Have a talk with him,’ he 
said gently. ‘He wants to be friends.’ 

She stared out over the firth to where the pilot was still working 
on the seaplane. ‘He’s such a queer sort of man —all machinery and 
stuff. And half the time he talks American. I don’t know what he 
thinks about, or likes.’ 

‘You've got to make your mind up by to-night, Alix. I can’t have 
any more rows like we had to-day.’ 

The girl nodded. ‘I see that, Daddy. If I go home, you’d wait till 
someone else could join you? You wouldn’t go alone?’ 

He hesitated. ‘I don’t think so. I think there’s enough time to wait 
a day or so.’ 

She said, ‘Will it do if I think it over, and tell you to-night?’ 

He nodded, ‘Think it over.’ 

They went back to the hotel. Lockwood turned into the lounge; 
the girl went thoughtfully to her room and gave her wet clothes to 
the maid to be dried. When Ross returned, a little after seven o’clock, 
she was waiting for him on the wide veranda facing on the street. 

He was very tired and hot and dirty. He said, ‘Good evening, Miss 
Lockwood.’ 

She said hesitantly, ‘Good evening, Mr Ross. Did you get all your 
jobs done?’ 
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He paused on the steps. ‘She’s all O.K. now — filled right up. If 
it’s like this when we take off we'll have to dump some of it, I expect.’ 
She did not understand him in the least. ‘I got the filters cleaned, too, 
and the sumps checked. So she’s all ready to go.’ 

She knew vaguely, that this meant he had been doing a good deal 
of work; she wanted to say something about it, but she didn’t know 
quite what to say. At last she said, ‘If I’d known, I’d have come with 

ou.’ 
‘ He smiled. ‘That’s very good of you, Miss Lockwood. But that 
boatman knows his stuff all right. He gave me a hand.’ 

‘Oh?’ She hesitated for a moment, and then said, ‘My father has 
been explaining to me what happened when we landed. I didn’t 
understand.’ 

He nodded; this was hopeful. ‘I’ve been wanting to speak to you 
about that, Miss Lockwood. I’m afraid I was very much to blame. 
We ought to have practised it at Hythe. And I should never have 
let you go down on the float in those shoes, and without a lifebelt 
on.’ 

She laughed, ‘I can swim all right.’ 

He smiled slowly. ‘I saw that.’ He hesitated in turn and then said, 
‘Would you like a glass of sherry before dinner?’ 

‘If you're having one.’ 

‘Tll have a tomato drink. Look, I’ll order them and go and have 
a wash. I’ll be right back.’ 

He came back in about five minutes; the drinks were stand- 
ing on a table by her side. He lifted his tomato cocktail. ‘Here’s 
luck.’ 

She drank with him. ‘What sort of shoes ought I to wear, Mr Ross, 
for getting down on to the float?’ 

He did not answer her directly. ‘I’ve been trying to scheme out 
ways of doing it myself,’ he said. ‘I think it could be done, if we 
brought the cable up the front strut to the fuselage and I had a Grabit 
boathook.’ 

The last part of that was Greek to her. She said, ‘But that isn’t 
aes I can do it all right. We did the actual mooring all right 
to-day.’ 

He glanced at her in surprise. ‘That’s so. Are you sure you wouldn’t 
mind doing it again?’ 

‘Not if I had proper shoes. Would sand-shoes be all right?’ 

He thought about it for a minute. ‘I think that would be best — 
sand-shoes and no stockings. Then it wouldn’t matter if your feet did 
get wet a bit. Of course, you could wear gum-boots and keep dry, 
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but then if you did happen to fall in again they wouldn’t be so good 
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to swim in.’ 

She smiled a little. ‘I’m not going to make a habit of falling in, 
Mr Ross.’ 

“Of course not.’ 

‘Td rather it was sand-shoes than gum-boots.’ 

“Well, we could get those up the street here, after dinner.’ 

He lit a cigarette; she refused one. They sat in silence for a time. 
Presently she said, ‘It’s not only my shoes.’ 

‘I know. I ought to have seen you had a lifebelt on. They’re stowed 
in the rack at the back of the cabin.’ 

She shook her head. ‘I didn’t mean that. It’s all my clothes —I feel 
I’m not dressed right for this sort of expedition.’ She glanced down. 
‘Daddy got me this awful skirt, because mine was wet.’ 

He eyed her for a moment. ‘Would you consider wearing an over- 
all suit, Miss Lockwood?’ 

“You mean without a skirt at all?’ 

‘That’s right. A boiler suit, like mechanics wear.’ 

‘It'd look awfully funny in the hotel.’ 

“You could wear your ordinary clothes in the hotel, except when 
you're going backwards and forwards to the machine. Besides, there 
won't be many more hotels, you know. There’s one at Reykjavik, 
and that’s the lot.’ 

She stared at him in wonder; they were getting very near to the 
unknown. ‘I suppose that’s so.’ 

He nodded. 

‘It would be more practical, wouldn’t it?’ 

He nodded again. ‘We might be able to get a white one. They look 
very nice.’ 

They finished their drinks and went to look for Lockwood; they 
found him in the lounge, and went in to dinner. The don was relieved 
to see that they had come to some kind of understanding; he did 
not want to lose his daughter and have to wait till he could get an 
undergraduate to join him. Besides, the whole thing was absurd. Alix 
had got to learn to get along with people. 

Ross left them sitting over their coffee, and went and stood for 
an interminable half-hour in the telephone box in the hall. He had 
arranged for a special series of weather reports for the crossing to 
Iceland. In the end he got through to the Air Ministry; they told him: 


‘Invergordon at dawn: wind north-east, fifteen to twenty-five miles 


an hour, falling and backing. At noon, light variable winds over the 
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whole route, cloudy to one thousand feet. Considerable fog patches | 


in Iceland.’ 


He scribbled this down upon the back of an envelope, and rang ~ 
off, He took it to Lockwood in the lounge; the girl had gone up- — 


stairs. 
‘I don’t know that I’m so struck on this, sir,’ he said. “The wind at 


dawn = that’s fine. Just what we want to get us off with a good load ~ 
of fuel. But the cloudy to one thousand feet and the fog patches — 


aren’t so good.’ 
‘T’ll leave it to you, Mr Ross. If you'd like to wait for better weather, 


we've got plenty of time in hand.’ % 


The pilot stared at the envelope. ‘Considerable fog patches . . . 
He shook his head. ‘I think I’d wait a day, sir. It’s over five hundred 
miles of open sea from the Hebrides to Vik. We don’t want to run 
into trouble at the end of that.’ 


' 
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The don nodded. ‘I think that’s very wise. We'll wait here for a 


day or two.’ 

The pilot left him, and went out and down the street to the cottage 
of the boatman. He was a little worried about the wind of twenty- 
five miles an hour that was coming to them. He got the man out, 


and they went down to the jetty, got the motor boat, and went out | 


to the machine again in the dusk. They worked for nearly an hour, 
passing a stronger bridle from the bollards on the floats direct to 
the mooring chain, in order to eliminate the risk of the light aviation 
cables parting in a strong blow. 

In the hotel the girl came down to the lounge; her father showed 
her the weather report. ‘We've decided to stay here to-morrow any- 
way,’ he said. 

She nodded. ‘I think that’s a good thing, from every point of view. 
I want to go to Inverness and get some more clothes.’ 

‘Have you made up your mind, then?’ 

‘I want to come on, if you'll let me, Daddy.’ 

‘All right.’ He did not refer to the subject again. 

Presently she asked, “‘What’s happened to Mr Ross?’ 

Her father said, ‘He went out with the boatman to do something 
to the moorings of the seaplane.’ 

‘He’s out there again? It’s very nearly dark.’ 

He glanced at her. ‘He’s a very responsible young man, Alix. I 
think he’s taking his work very seriously.’ 

She stared out of the window. ‘He’s certainly working very hard.’ 

‘A day’s rest won’t do any of us any harm,’ said her father. 
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Ross came back to the hotel at about eleven o’clock and went to 
_ bed. He had an alarm clock with him which he set for half past 
three in the morning; by a quarter to four he was walking down to 
the jetty in the darkness. He rowed out to the seaplane in a little 
dinghy belonging to the boatman; the wind was fresh and the 
machine was pitching in the waves. He had a good look at the moor- 
ing and the machine generally, but there was nothing to be done; 
she was coming to no harm. He rowed back to the jetty, returned 
to the hotel, and went to bed again in the grey light of dawn. 
He got up late, and went down to breakfast tired and stale. The 
_ Lockwoods had nearly finished the meal. 

‘What are you going to do to-day?’ he asked. ‘I’m afraid Inver- 

gordon isn’t a very exciting place to have to wait about in.’ 

Alix said, ‘I want to go to Inverness — I’ve got to get another pair 
of shoes. And I’ll see if I can get an overall. Will you come with us, 
_ Mr Ross?’ 

_ The pilot shook his head. ‘I’d rather stick around here with the 
_ seaplane till the wind goes down,’ he said. ‘I’ve got one or two little 
_ jobs I want to do on her, too.’ 

_ Lockwood said, ‘Is there anything I can do to help you, Mr Ross?’ 

‘No thanks, sir. I’ll only just be pottering about.’ 

He spent the morning out on the machine, moving the pilot’s 
seat a little and fashioning a pocket for his maps. He came back to 
the hotel to lunch alone; in the afternoon he took a newspaper 
upstairs and stretched himself on his bed to read it for a few minutes. 

When next he opened his eyes it was five minutes to seven. He 
got up dazed with sleep, washed his face, and went downstairs. He 
found the Lockwoods in the lounge. 

He ordered sherry for them, and a tomato cocktail for himself. 
Alix said, ‘I got myself an overall, Mr Ross.’ 

He smiled. ‘Good enough. A white one?’ 

‘Yes, and a pair of sand-shoes.’ 

‘That’s fine. I’m sorry to say I’ve been asleep all the afternoon.’ 

She eyed him seriously. ‘I’m very glad to hear it.’ 

‘I’m not —it makes one feel like death to sleep in the daytime.’ 
His sleep had not refreshed him; he was feeling stale and ill. He did 
not eat much dinner. 

He rang up the Air Ministry again while the Lockwoods took 
their coffee in the lounge, standing about for half an hour and wait- 
ing for his call. When the report came he scribbled it down hurriedly. 
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‘Wind southwest ten to twenty-five miles an hour, clouds five 
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tenths at three thousand feet. Visibility good. Iceland at noon, wind 
light and northerly, visibility good.’ 


‘O.K.,’ he said. ‘I’ll ring again at 04 hours to check that before | 
take off.’ 

He put up the receiver and went through to the lounge, envelope 
in hand. He showed the report to Lockwood. “We'll never get a 
better one than this, sir,’ he said. ‘We'd better reckon that we'll go.’ 

‘Very good, Mr Ross.’ 

Alix got up from her chair. ‘I’d better tell them to cut us some 
sandwiches to-night, hadn’t I?’ 

The pilot turned to her in surprise. ‘Why — yes, if you would. It’s" 
a good long way. We ought to have something with us.’ . 

‘What time ought we to have breakfast?’ 

He hesitated. ‘I want to make a very early start. Could you manage 
breakfast at half past four, do you think?’ 

‘Of course we can. I'll tell them that. I’d better pay the bills 
to-night, hadn’t I?’ 

‘Don’t bother. I can see to that.’ 

She eyed him for a minute. ‘I think you’d be much better in bed, 
Mr Ross. You're going to have a long day to-morrow. You'd better 
let me do the little things I can do.’ 

He smiled, ‘All right —if that’s the way you feel about it.’ 

She nodded. “That’s how I feel about it, Mr Ross. Have you got any- 
thing else to do?’ 

He hesitated. ‘I’ve just got to go down and tell the boatman 
that we'll want him in the morning. That’s all.’ 

‘What time do you want him?’ 

‘Five o'clock at the jetty.’ 

‘Tll go and tell him. You go up to bed.’ 

‘All right.’ 

He went up to his room and undressed slowly, wondering at the 
turn that things had taken. It was going to make an enormous 
difference to him if the girl carried on like this. When they reached 
Julianehaab and connected up with Jameson his work would be 
much relieved; until that time he wanted all the help he could get. 
He was grateful to her. 

He put on his pyjamas, turned out the light, and got into his bed. 
She had a lovely figure, when her things were wet. If only she’d wear 
decent clothes she could be really beautiful. 

He slept. 


Alix paid the bills for all of them, arranged for them to be called, 
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_ for their breakfast, and for their sandwiches. Then her father joined 


_ her, and they strolled together down the wide main street of the 
_ little town to the boatman’s cottage, and gave him his instructions. 


[ 


_ They sauntered back to the hotel in the warm evening. 


Lockwood said, ‘Well, we're off on the big hop to-morrow. Six or 


_ seven hundred miles over the sea to Iceland. Are you still glad you 


decided to come?’ 
‘I think so, Daddy.’ 
They walked on in meditative silence. ‘So am I,’ the don said at 


_ last. ‘But there’s much more in this trip than I thought there would 
4 be.’ 


‘I know. I thought it would be just like going somewhere in a 
train.’ 
‘I didn’t think it would be quite like that . . .’ He glanced down 


at the girl. ‘We're absolutely in the pilot’s hands. If he makes a 


mistake, we'll be done for, Alix. How do you feel about that? Have 
you got confidence in him?’ 

She met his eyes. ‘I have. He’s so wrapped up in his work, I don’t 
believe he could make a mistake.’ 

Her father said, ‘I feel like that myself. I think we’re going to be 
all right.’ 

They went back to the hotel and to their rooms. 

Next morning before dawn Ross was standing in the chilly, 
deserted hall in his pyjamas, talking to the Air Ministry from the 
telephone box. The weather report was unchanged. He went back 
to his room and dressed, and brought his slim kit-bag down to the 
hall again. Alix was there before him. 

She was wearing the white overall and her fur-lined fits boots; 
she was bareheaded. He met her with a smile. ‘Good morning,’ he 
said. ‘We’ve got a decent day for it, I think. Is your father getting up?’ 

‘He’s just coming.’ She hesitated. ‘Do you think this is all right?’ 

He looked her up and down. ‘It’s very serviceable. You'll be able 
to get your flying suit on over it all right.’ He felt the texture of the 
material on her arm. ‘It’s good stuff, too. How much did they stick 
you for it?’ 

‘Nineteen and six.’ 

‘It ought to be a good one for that.’ He smiled. ‘It looks nice, too.’ 
The girl was unreasonably pleased. 

Lockwood joined them, and they breakfasted. Then, carrying their 
small personal luggage, they left the hotel and went down to the 
jetty. The boatman was waiting for them, and in the clear light of 


- the dawn they were carried swiftly to the seaplane. The sun was just 
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rising at the entrance to the firth; the sky was clear, the water a — 
deep indigo blue between the heather-covered hills. The air was fresh, 
and crisp, and invigorating. ; 

The Lockwoods got up into the cabin, and for twenty minutes _ 
Ross busied himself about the machine. Finally they signalled to 
the boatman to cast off. A light wind was blowing down the firth 
from the west; the pilot turned and taxied down towards Cromarty 
till he had a run of several miles before him. Then he swung round 
into the wind and opened up his engine. The heavily laden floats 
’ were sunk deep in the water; the seaplane ploughed along with a 
great wash, gathering speed very slowly. After nearly a mile she 
rose on to the steps of the floats and gained speed more rapidly till - 
she was skimming from wave-top to wave-top, cracking down ~ 
heavily on each. In the seat the pilot sat tense and anxious, trying ~ 
everything he knew to get her off. Once she was bumped up by a 
lucky wave and made a long hop in the air, but she sank back again; 
he could not keep her flying. Finally he throttled back. 

‘We'll have to dump ten gallons of our fuel,’ he said. ‘She'll never 
make it with this load.’ 

He taxied over to the motor boat and stopped his engine; they 
passed a light line to the boat. Ross got down on to the floats and 
busied himself at the sump of the big tank beneath the fuselage; 
presently a stream of petrol poured away into the sea. He made the 
cock secure and got back into the cabin; with Lockwood to help 
him he started up the engine again, and cast off from the motor 
boat. 

This time he chose a run slightly more under the lee of the land 
where the waves were not so high. Again she ploughed along a long 
way before getting up on to the step, but after that it went better. 
She left the water after a run of about a mile and a half, touched 
again lightly; then she was clear and climbing slowly from the firth, 
her floats dripping and drying quickly in the rush of air. The pilot 
let her climb straight ahead for a time; at three hundred feet he put 
her in a wide turn and relaxed. 

He flew back over Invergordon and crossed the neck of the land 
to Tain, running out his aerial as he did so. Scotland lay spread out 
before them, purple with heather, cut with deep blue lochs, and 
very beautiful. The pilot turned and flew north-west to Lairg; then 
he followed the length of Loch Shin to the west coast. As soon as the 
aerial was out he began transmitting on his wireless, and was soon 
in touch with the Fleet Air Arm station at Evanton. He reported 
his position, course and speed; then he changed his wave and tried 
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to get in touch with Reykjavik. To his surprise he got them straight 
away, and tapped out a message to them in morse. 
It was about a quarter to seven when he left the water at Inver- 


_ gordon. They were over the west coast of Scotland at a quarter to 
_ eight, flying at three thousand feet. They headed straight out to sea 


from the coast, passing the Butt of Lewis on their port hand at a 


_ quarter past eight. That dropped astern. Then there was nothing to 
_ be seen except the wide disc of the sea, a grey and corrugated sea, 
_ blotched here and there with cloud shadows. 


a: ree. - 


Ross abandoned the English stations and concentrated upon ° 
Reykjavik, transmitting his estimated position each half-hour. 
Between transmissions he peered through his drift sight at the slowly 


_ moving waves below, did little sums upon the slide rule, plotted their 
7 position on the map, He was continuously busy. Lockwood sat beside 


him watching these activities, bored and a little uneasy. They were 


_ so far from land, so far from any possibility of help if they should 


need it. In the whole crossing they only saw one ship, a trawler soon 
after they left Scotland. 

Alix sat behind the pilot, wondering from time to time what he 
was doing. The tapping of the little key, she knew, meant that he 
was sending out a message on the wireless; she did not know to 
whom he was sending, and he was too preoccupied to explain. She 
did. not know what he was looking at when he stared downwards 
through a hole cut in the floor, fiddling with some instrument. She 
did not know the purpose of the little handle above his head that he 
adjusted delicately from time to time, or what calculations he was 
doing on the slide rule. Yet it was clear to her that he knew just 
what he was doing, and that everything was going well. There 


" was no uncertainty about his movements, no fumbling or hesita- 


tion. They were in good hands. Presently she relaxed and dozed a 
little. 

They went on like that, hour after hour. 

The clouds came lower as they went on, forcing them down to 
fifteen hundred feet. The weather remained good, however, and the 
sky was never wholly overcast. At twelve o’clock Ross said to Lock- 
wood: 

‘We might see land ahead any time now, sir. By my reckoning 
we're about sixty miles off.’ 

The don peered forward, but the horizon was hazy; there was 
nothing to be seen. Presently the clouds came lower still; Ross took 
the machine down to about eight hundred feet. From that height 


they could see the waves; there was a long swell running, difficult to 
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land in if they had to. The girl looked at the grey rollers pensively; 
she felt that she hated the sea. Any sort of land would be better than 
this grey stuff, with its little streaks of foam. 

Suddenly she leaned forward and said, “Mr Ross!’ 

He swung round in his seat. “Yes?’ 

‘What’s the matter with the sea? It’s gone a different colour.’ 

He looked down quickly. The dark grey had changed to a dirty, 
milky hue. He said, ‘Good enough —that means we're very near. 
Quick of you to spot that.’ 

‘Does the sea change colour near land?’ 

‘It does here, according to the books, It’s the glaciers or some- 
thing.’ 

They peered into the haze ahead. In a minute or two the pilot said: 
‘There it is. See? Over there.’ , 

They followed his direction. A dark lava rock was standing in the 
sea, ringed with white foam; then there was another, and a little 
island. Suddenly a rocky and forbidding coast was plain before them; 
the pilot pulled the seaplane up a little higher. Lockwood stared 
forward. ‘What a horrible-looking place!’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘I’ve heard of people coming to Iceland for their 
summer holiday.’ 

Freed from the strain of the last hours, Alix laughed, a little shrilly. 
The pilot turned 1n his seat. ‘Let’s have those sandwiches,’ he said. 
It'll be an hour before we get to Reykjavik.’ 

The little occupation of unwrapping the sandwiches steadied the 
girl; the food itself refreshed them and removed their fatigue. The 
presence of the: land raised their spirits; they began to study the 
countryside with interest and to comment on it cheerfully as they 
had their lunch. It was a land of little barren farms along by the sea- 
shore, with hills rising sharply to the north, lined with white streaks 
of glaciers running down the ice-cap. Ross flew a little way inland 
from the coast, homing with his wireless upon the broadcasting 
station. Presently they crossed a ridge of high land by a lake; in front 
of them lay Faxa Fjord, and Reykjavik. 

Ross circled over the town, studying the port. ‘I think I’ll land 
outside in the fjord and taxi into the harbour,’ he said. ‘There ought 
to be a red buoy for us, straight opposite the jetty.’ He turned to the 
girl, smiling, ‘Can you possibly do your stuff again, Miss Lockwood?’ 

‘Of course.’ 


‘Good enough. Look, put on one of those life-belts before you 
get out.’ 


He made a wide circuit, throttled back and brought the machine 
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_ down to the surface by the harbour wall. She touched gently, sank 


_ down into the water, and came to rest. In the cabin the girl took 
_ off her stockings and put on her sand-shoes and her life jacket; the 


pilot turned and taxied into the made harbour. 
This time the mooring went off without an incident. The pilot 


saw his buoy some distance off and taxied over to it; fifty yards 


away he slowed down to a walking pace and the girl got down on to 
the float, boathook in hand. He brought the buoy up to her feet; she 
caught it with the boathook, clipped the spring hook on to it, and 
threw it back at once. 

She stood on the float looking up at the pilot, leaning sideways 
out of the window. ‘How’s that, Mr Ross?’ 

The seaplane drifted back and lay quietly at the mooring. ‘Money 
for jam,’ he said. ‘It’s too easy.’ 

She laughed. ‘I didn’t even get my feet wet that time.’ 

He stopped the engine and turned off the petrol. A motor boat 
came out to them from the shore and drew up near to them; the 
man in it hailed to them. 

‘Hvor kommer De fra? Fra Skotland?’ 

Ross shook his head. He called out to the man, ‘Are you Mr 
Sorensen ?’ 

The boatman smiled at them. ‘Not speak Engelsk,’ he said. He 
added an incomprehensible sentence. 

Alix, still standing on the float, said, ‘Er De Herr Sorensen ?’ 

The man addressed himself to her. Presently she turned to Ross, 
a little doubtfully. ‘I think he’s saying that Mr Sorensen has had to 
go away, and he'll be back to-night. He’s Sorensen’s man, all right.’ 

The pilot stared at her. ‘Do you speak Danish?’ 

‘Not properly. I did a month at the Berlitz school before we started.’ 

They beckoned to the boat to come alongside. The girl spoke to 
the boatman for a time, slowly and haltingly, fumbling for her 
words. Then she turned back to Ross. ‘He says, Mr Sorensen told him 
to look out for us. We can use the boat. He knows where the petrol 
is, if you want it,’ : 

The pilot nodded. ‘We’d better get our things up to the hotel, and 
then I’ll come back and fill her up. If this fine weather lasts I want 
to go to Angmaksalik to-morrow. Get along while the going’s good.’ 

They collected their personal luggage from the machine and got 
into the boat. As they went towards the shore the boatman began 
explaining something to Alix. She listened with strained attention 


_ to his many repetitions. Then she turned to Ross. 


‘He says he knows a good place where you can get the seaplane 
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on shore, right out of the water, if you want to. It’s something to do 
with trawlers, I think. I couldn’t quite make out what it is.’ 

‘Probably a slipway.’ The pilot looked. around him at the sky. ‘It 
all seems pretty settled. Tell him I want to get a weather report. If 
it’s a good one, we'll leave her where she is, I think, and go on in 
the morning.’ He smiled at her. ‘Can you put that over?’ 

Til try’ 

She ats arrangements for the man to meet him again in an 
hour’s time for the refuelling; then they landed at the jetty and 
walked up to the hotel through a small crowd of spectators. The girl 
felt conspicuous in her overalls, and was glad to get into her room 
to change. From the hotel, the pilot went alone to the Meteorological 
Office in the broadcasting building. 

He was welcomed warmly by the meteorologist, who had been 
responsible for the Reykjavik end of their wireless messages in the 
morning as they crossed from Scotland. He told Ross at once that 
the weather between Reykjavik and Angmagsalik was fine that day, 
but liable to sudden changes. However, they expected it to last for 
the next day or two. 

Ross talked his programme over with the meteorologist and made 
arrangements with him for a forecast at six o’clock next morning. 
A true isobaric forecast would not be available; the best that they | 
could do would be to get a message from Angmagsalik to say what 
it was like there. If it was good at both ends, he decided, he would 
start. 

He asked, ‘Is there much ice in the fjord at Angmagsalik?’ 

He was told, ‘It has been a good season. The pack broke early, 
and the ice has been not much at Angmagsalik. There has been fog 
this year — plenty, plenty.’ 

Of the two, he would rather have had ice. Both were bad enough. 

He went back to the hotel, and told Lockwood what he had de- 
cided. ‘If you’re game for it, sir, I’d like to get along to-morrow — 
the weather seems as good as it ever is in these parts. If we did that 
I wouldn’t mind how long we take to do the rest of it.’ 

The don nodded. ‘You’re quite happy about the machine? You 
wouldn't like to have a day here to look her over?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘She’s all right. I’m just going down to 
fill her up, with the boatman; then she’ll be all ready for us in the 
morning.’ 

He went out through the hall of the hotel. Alix was there, dressed 
in her blue jersey with rather a sad-looking grey skirt. She said, 
‘Are you going to fill up, Mr Ross?’ 
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nite nodded. ‘I’m just going down now. I want to get that done right 
away.’ 
Tl come with you.’ 
He smiled. ‘Don’t bother about that, Miss Lockwood. I can manage 
all right with the boatman.’ 
Td like to come, if I won’t be in the way.’ 
He shook his head. “You won't be in the way. As a matter of fact, 


_ you'll be able to talk to him for me.’ 


They found the man down at the jetty. The petrol was in cans 
in the fuel store three hundred yards from the boat; Ross and the 


_ boatman set to work to carry it down, helped by a little boy. The 


girl stood and watched their work, can after can, journey after 
journey, from the store to the boat. At the end of three-quarters 
of an hour of heavy work they were ready to go out to the sea- 
plane. 

The refuelling commenced. The girl squatted i in the rear part of 
the cabin, translating now and again for Ross. Apart from that, there 
was little she could do to help him. Sitting there and watching, she 
was amazed and a little shocked at the hard physical work the pilot 
had to do. First, the contents of the big tank had to be pumped into 
the service tanks in the wings. The pump was a small double-acting 
cylinder beside the pilot’s seat, worked by an oscillating handle that 
could be operated only with one hand. About a hundred and ten 
gallons had to be pumped from the big tank to the service tanks, 
five feet higher in the wing. For half an hour the pilot worked the 
handle; then the boatman took a turn and Ross came aft to Alix, 
streaming with sweat, mopping his face with a handkerchief. 

She said, ‘That’s a terrible job, Mr Ross. Isn’t there any better way 
of doing it?’ 

He said, ‘It’s not so bad, really. In the air that amount of fuel would 
last about six hours. You’d have that time to get it up. It’s no work 
then; the pumping gives you something to do. It’s only when you're 
filling up that it’s a bit of trouble.’ 

He sat down by her on the sleeping-bags, dazed and fatigued. The 
strain of the morning’s flight was coming out; he felt sleepy, sick, 
and muddled in the head. It was impossible to smoke a cigarette 
because of the petrol fumes. He yawned. ‘Get to bed early to- 
night,’ he said. ‘I want to go on early to-morrow morning, if we 
can.’ 

‘Wouldn’t you rather wait a day, Mr Ross? We’ve got plenty of 


_ time in hand.’ 


‘I don’t think we'd better, unless you’re anxious to, Miss Lock- 
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wood. We've got good weather now. Once it breaks, up in these lati- 
tudes, it may be bad for a long time. We might get stuck here for a 
fortnight.’ : 

‘I suppose so,’ Alix said. ‘Shall we be starting very early?’ 

He smiled slowly. ‘I won’t make you get up at half past four 
again. We'll have an easy day. Breakfast at half past five.’ 

She laughed. ‘I don’t mind getting up at half past four, if you want 
to start then.’ 

He shook his head. ‘There’s no point in it. I must have the weather 
report before we go, and I can’t get that till six.’ He considered for 
a moment. ‘Besides, we aren’t going so far. It’s only four hundred 
and eighty miles to Angmagsalik.’ 

The pump sucked. The boatman got down into the motor boat 
and began passing up petrol cans to Ross. The petrol was in two- 
gallon cans. The pilot stood in the cabin emptying these cans into a 
very large duralumin funnel lined with chamois leather; from long 
experience of the North he was insistent on straining every drop of 
petrol that went into the machine. 

In all, they put in about a hundred and forty-five gallons: seventy- 
three cans. Very soon they found the routine. The boatman handed 
up a can to Alix at the cabin door, who passed it up to Ross at the 
petrol tank, receiving from him an empty one in exchange. She 
passed that down to the boatman and took another full one; it went 
on interminably. The cockpit windows and the cabin door were 
open, but the cabin was filled with petrol fumes. Before long the 
girl was faint and dizzy; she had to force herself to go on with the 
work. The pilot, stooping above the petrol funnel in the close, hot 
little cabin, worked on doggedly. It took them rather over two hours 
to put in the petrol. 

After that there was the oil tank to be filled, the filters to be 
cleaned, and the sumps to be checked. 

The girl sat in the boat while this was going on, recovering herself 
in the clean air, watching the pilot as he stood upon the floats at 
his work. It was nearly seven o'clock; they had been working for 
three and a half hours, and she was very tired. The sun was getting 
towards the horizon; the mountains and the little town were bathed 
in the warm glow of evening. The seaplane and the motor boat 
rocked quietly together on the calm, dappled water of the harbour. 
The pilot worked on steadily, methodically. For the first time Alix 
began to understand long-distance flying. It was not courage, or 
resourcefulness, or ability that counted in this game, though they 
were necessary subsidiary qualities. It was the capacity to work 
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efficiently at tiring, menial tasks upon the ground that made great 
flights a success. 

At last Ross was finished. He locked the cabin door and got down 
into the boat, hot and dirty. As they were carried to the shore she 
made arrangements with the boatman for Ross to be able to get at 
the boat if wind should get up in the night, and for the boat to meet 
them at the jetty at a quarter past six in the morning. Then they 
landed, and walked slowly up to the hotel. 

‘It’s been very good of you to come and help, Miss Lockwood,’ 
said the pilot wearily. ‘It’s got us through much quicker.’ 

‘I never knew that there was so much work in it.’ 

‘It’s not so bad really. Takes a bit of time. Your Danish came in 
very handy.’ He glanced at her curiously. ‘Did you go and learn it 
specially for this trip?’ 

She nodded. ‘Uncle David said it would be useful.’ 

‘Uncle David knows his stuff.’ They reached the hotel. ‘Would 
you like a drink when we've had a wash, Miss Lockwood?’ 

‘I should think we've earned it.’ 

He nodded. ‘Sherry? I’ll order it when I get down.’ 

He met Lockwood in the lounge as he came down from his room; 
the don ordered the drinks. ‘Sherry for Miss Lockwood,’ said the 
pilot. ‘I’ll have a tomato cocktail.’ 

Alix came in as he spoke. ‘Break your rule and have a whisky and 
soda,’ she said. ‘It’l] give you an appetite.’ 

He shook his head. ‘I’m all right,’ he said smiling. ‘I’d rather stick 
to something soft, if you don’t mind.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Do you make a point of that?’ 

The pilot looked uncomfortable. “Well-—in a way. I'll drink a 
bucket with you when we get down to New York.’ 

Presently they went in to dinner. The Lockwoods made a good 
meal; the pilot was too tired and too sick from the petrol fumes to 
eat very much. At the end they got up and went to take coffee in the 
lounge. Ross stretched himself in his armchair and relaxed. ‘I’d like 
to take a little walk along by the harbour presently,’ he said. ‘Not 
very far, and then a spot of bed.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘That’s a good idea: I’ll come out with you. You’ve 
had a heavy day, Mr Ross.’ 

‘Oh, not so bad. But I’ll be glad to get to bed.’ 

A stout Icelandic gentleman came bustling into the lounge and 
asked a question at the desk. Then he crossed the room to them, 
irradiating bonhomie, and bowed to them stiffly from the waist. 

‘Sorensen,’ he said. ‘I am very sorry that I was not here to meet 
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you when you arrived. Just now I have come back from Thorlak- | 
shavn.’ He explained. ‘Just now. Directly.’ 

The pilot got to his feet; the others followed him. Introductions 
were made and they all shook hands; Alix got a specially low bow. 
Ross said, ‘You left us in very good hands, Mr Sorensen. Your boat- 
man did everything most efficiently.’ 

The stout man beamed. ‘I am happy. He has said that you are now 
full up with gas.’ 

The corners of the don’s mouth twitched ever so slightly. They 
talked for a few minutes about the seaplane and about the flight. 
Ross knew something about the agent; he was a member of the 
Government and an important man in Reykjavik. 

He said, ‘You have already eaten? I feel very bad. I have not been 
in Reykjavik to meet you, and to entertain. In Reykjavik we have 
great interest in the sciences, and in archeology. Have you yet seen 
our Cathedral? There is much interesting there.’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘I’m afraid we haven’t had time to see any- 
thing of Reykjavik. We’ve been refuelling the machine all the after- 
noon, and we’re going on in the morning. I want to make an early 
start to get to Angmagsalik while this good weather lasts.’ 

‘So? Then we have very little time. We will go now, and I will 
show you the Cathedral, and the Town Hall, and the Fishing Docks. 
In my auto we will go— yes. And then we go to my house to meet 
some members of our Government, who wish to welcome you to 
Iceland.’ 

The pilot’s heart sank. He was resolved to make an early start next 
morning, and he was longing for his bed. At the same time, it was 
clear that he could not refuse this invitation without giving offence. 
Some sixth sense warned him that he had better not do that; he 
might have need of Mr Sorensen. 

He said, ‘It really is most kind of you. I want to get back early, 
though. We've got to make a very early start to-morrow morning.’ 

Lockwood said diffidently, ‘You do us more honour than we 
deserve, Herr Sorensen.’ He, too, was thinking of his bed. 

The agent bowed stiffly from the waist. ‘On the contrary, it is 
Iceland that is honoured.’ 

Alix said boldly, ‘Would you feel it rude of me if I let the men 
go alone, Herr Sorensen? I’m not really accustomed to flying, and 
I’m very tired.’ 

He excused her and she went to bed at once; Lockwood and Ross 
went with him to the car. For an hour they drove around the town, 
still bathed in evening light in those high latitudes, maintaining a 
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flow of polite admiration for the buildings and the harbour works 


__ that he showed them with such local pride, in which they could feel 
_ little interest. Finally they drew up at a large, well-built house a 
little way outside the town. 
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They went in, and were presented with some ceremony to Fru 
Sorensen. Then they were presented to six or seven Icelandic busi- 


_ hess men, sombre in dark clothes, wooden and courteous, and speak- 
_ ing very little English. In this atmosphere of formal hospitality it 


was impossible for the pilot to refuse a glass of schnapps. 

‘It is very healthy to drink Bols in Iceland,’ said Fru Sorensen 
solemnly. ‘It is necessary for the cold and damp. In Iceland, those 
who do not drink Bols become ill.’ 

Almost immediately the double doors of the salon were thrown 
open, and supper was announced. They went through to a heavy 
meal prepared in their honour in the next room. Ross was unable 
to refuse another Bols; the hot, stinging liquor gave him an appetite, 
and he ate a good meal. Coffee came, with more Bols, and they 
settled to the serious business of the evening. Lockwood, on his part, 
had to give a little lecture on the scientific objects of the flight. He 


_ found he had a well-read and attentive audience, who started a dis- 


cussion upon Celtic influence in Iceland that went on interminably, 
in very difficult English. Then it was the pilot’s turn, and for half an 
hour he had to tell them all about the flight. 

It was after midnight when they got back to the hotel, tired, over- 
eaten, and stupefied with liquor. They parted from Sorensen in the 
lounge; on the stairs Lockwood said ruefully, ‘They certainly are 
most hospitable.’ 

Ross said, ‘That’s the curse of trips like this. They can’t do enough 
for you.’ 

He turned into his room, set his alarm clock for five o’clock, and 
sank into a drugged insensibility. Four and a half hours later the 
clamour of the bell woke him; he got up feeling tired and unwell. 
He had a bath and felt much better; then he dressed and went down 
to the lounge. 

Alix was there. ‘I had a lovely, night,’ she said. “What time did you 
get to bed?’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘We weren't so late. I] think we’ve got a good 
day for our crossing.’ 

Lockwood joined them, and they went in to breakfast. Then, while 
Alix paid their bill, Ross walked up to the Meteorological Office. 

He was told, ‘There is a little wind at Angmagsalik, and it is fine. 
Yesterday there was fog in the afternoon, but it is clear now. To-day 
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there may be fog later.’ 

Ross said, ‘It’s only five hours’ flight. If I take off now I ought to 
be all right.’ 

‘So. I have told Angmagsalik to listen for your messages, and to 
tell you of the weather as you go.’ 

‘That’s very kind of you. If it looks bad, we'll come back.’ 

‘That will be safe. I think there will be wind here later, but not 
to stop you landing.’ 

Ross left, and went down to the harbour. The Lockwoods were 
waiting for him at the boat, talking to Sorensen. He came out with 
them to the seaplane. Ross took him into the cabin and explained the 
machine and the controls to him; then he got down into the boat 
again, and they were ready to start. 
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The machine took off after a long run, with fuel for about thirteen 
hundred miles on board. Ross turned on to the course for Angmag- 
salik, a little to the north of west four hundred and eighty miles 
away. He let the machine climb slowly as she went, till they got up 
to about three thousand feet. 

The day was bright and sunny; there was no cloud in the sky. In 
spite of the sun it was much colder than in lower latitudes; they were 
all wearing flying clothing, and glad of it. The machine droned on 
over a steel-coloured sea; they settled to the familiar routine of a 
flight. Away to the north they could see a mountain with a white 
snow-cap, Snaefell, nearly seventy miles away on the north side of 
Faxa Fjord. Presently this was left behind, and they went on into 
the blue. 

They had left the water at about seven o’clock. At half past nine 
Lockwood nudged the pilot and pointed to the sea ahead of them, 
now flecked with white. ‘What is all that?’ he asked. ‘Is that ice?’ 

Ross nodded. ‘It’s the pack ice just beginning. It'll probably get 
thicker as we get towards the coast.’ 

It may have done, but they were not to see it. As they crossed the 
beginning of the pack a mist formed low down on the water; as they 
went on this turned into a bank of cloud below them. Ross had 
spoken to Angmagsalik half an hour before; he now sent out another 
message asking what the weather was like there. 

The reply was to the effect that the sky was clouding over. Visi- 
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bility was still good, but likely to get worse. 

Ross scribbled down the letters as they came upon the pad strapped 
to his knee; the message ended, he switched off the receiver, and 
considered the scrawled message. It would be over two hours before 
they could reach Angmagsalik; the question that he had to solve 
was whether visibility would be too bad to land when he got there. 
He showed the pad to Lockwood, and explained the position to him. 
_ ‘I think we'll be all right,’ he said. ‘It’s getting worse, but we 

ought to be there before it’s really bad.’ 

The don nodded. ‘Do just as you think fit,’ he said. ‘If you think we 
should turn back, do so.’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘We've got plenty of fuel on board. I 
think we'll carry on for a bit, and see how it goes. We'll never get 
there if we wait for perfect weather in these latitudes.’ 

An hour later the clouds had risen close beneath them and they 
were climbing slowly to keep in the clear air. Angmagsalik reported 
a cloud ceiling at fifteen hundred feet, and visibility five kilometres. 
The pilot’s lips tightened; it was getting worse, but they were little 
more than an hour’s flight away. He decided to go on. 

Presently they were flying at five thousand feet just above the 
cloud, which stretched as a white, level plain upon each side of 
them, and rose to greater heights ahead beneath the clear blue sky. 
Ross was busy with the wireless, homing upon Angmagsalik. After 
a time he turned to Lockwood. 

‘We must be just about on top of it now,’ he said. 

The time was about noon. At five thousand feet the cloud plain 
was uninterrupted, brilliant in the sun. The pilot put the seaplane 
into a wide turn and peered around. ‘I don’t want to go down blind 
through all this muck,’ he said. ‘It’s very mountainous around here. 
We've got to find a hole, or we may land before we want to.’ 

Behind him the girl shivered a little. . 

For a quarter of an hour they flew in circles, looking for a gap in 
the clouds. In one wide sweep the machine went farther to the west 
than hitherto; the cloud plain in that direction rose considerably 
higher. The white surface approached the floats; the pilot looked 
vainly for a hole, absently pulled the machine a little higher to clear 
the cloud. 

Quite suddenly, he knew that something was not right. He jammed 
the throttle open with a swift reflex action before he stopped to 
think, pulled on the wheel; the seaplane soared upwards in a steep 
climb. The sudden changes startled Alix and Lockwood; they grabbed 
hold of their seats and stared at the pilot. He was leaning his shoulder 
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to the open window at his side, staring down intently. Presently he 
relaxed, and throttled down again. 

He turned to the don, his tanned face a little paler than usual. 

‘Just look at that!’ 

Lockwood could see nothing unusual. ‘The cloud?’ 

Ross exclaimed, ‘It’s not a cloud. It’s snow! That's the bloody ice- 
cap!’ 

They stared down at the surface, fascinated. It merged into the 
cloud plain behind them, barely distinguishable at the junction. 
Presently Lockwood said mildly, ‘It’s a good thing you noticed it 
I should never have known the difference.’ 

The pilot smiled wryly. ‘We'd have known the difference quick 
enough if we'd tried to fly through it.’ 

He turned again to the wireless; his face was,set and anxious. 
From the strength of the signals Angmagsalik was evidently very 
close. They told him that the clouds had come down to a thousand 
feet, and visibility was not more than two kilometres. It had begun 
to rain. Up there, in the bright sunlight, with the blue sky and the 
brilliant clouds, it seemed incredible that it should be raining. 

Ross swung the seaplane round on to an easterly course and tried 
his petrol gauges very carefully. Then he turned to Lockwood; he 
had made up his mind. 

‘It’s no good sir,’ he said. ‘I’m going back to Reykjavik.’ 

The don said quietly, ‘Have we got enough petrol ?’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘I think we'll be all right. I wouldn’t have taken 
off without enough to get back with if this happened to us. I’m sorry, 
but it’s the only thing to do. We'll break our bloody necks if we try 
going down in this.’ 

Lockwood said, “Well, let’s have lunch.’ 

Alix unpacked the sandwiches and passed them round. As she did 
so, Ross tapped out a message to Reykjavik to say he was returning. 
They acknowledged it, and gave him the weather report: 


‘Wind here thirty kilos north-east probably going to east.’ 


The pilot read this on his pad; his face was a mask. A twenty-mile- 
an-hour head wind meant that they would be the best part of six 
hours in getting back. He tried his petrol gauges again carefully; in 
theory, and if the gauges were correct, they should be just all right. 
He ate a couple of sandwiches and took the machine slowly up to 
seven thousand feet; there he weakened the mixture to the utmost 
that he dared, and set his course accurately for Reykjavik. 
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Already they had been in the air for well over five hours. He 
turned in his seat and spoke to the girl. ‘I’m afraid this is going to 
be a long business,’ he said. ‘Are you very tired?’ 

‘Tm all right, thanks, Mr Ross. One gets a bit sore, sitting in the 
one position all the time.’ 

“Why don’t you change places with Mr Lockwood?’ he suggested. 
‘It makes it a bit less boring to move round now and again.’ 

The don said, ‘That’s a very good idea.’ 

They changed places. The movement made a diversion and the 
change of seat refreshed them for a time. The seaplane droned 
steadily across the sky. An hour or so later the clouds fell away 
beneath them and grew thinner; presently they saw a rough grey 
sea, thickly spattered with pack ice. The pilot sent another message 
to Reykjavik reporting his estimated position and xine for the 
wind strength; it was much the same. 

The steady, even droning of the engine, the high altitude, the warm 
sunlight, were all infinitely soothing. They had been in the air for 
about seven hours; the pilot’s eyes dropped from the gyro compass, 
lost their focus. Slowly the eyelids fell over his eyes, his chin sank 
slowly to his chest. For an instant he slept. Then, with a violent 
start, he was awake again. 

He shot a glance furtively at the girl beside him. She did not seem 
to have noticed anything. In a few minutes his eyelids dropped 
again. He jerked himself awake, moved in his seat, and stretched 
himself. He studied the clock, flogging his tired mind to concentrate. 
Cruising at his most economical speed, his ground speed was not 
more than eighty-five against this wind. That meant four hours more, 
at least. 

He turned to the girl, dozing beside him. ‘Miss Lockwood,’ he 
said quietly, ‘would you mind talking to me? I’m afraid of going to 
slee 

ss roused and realized the significance of what he had said. ‘Of 
course I will. I was nearly asleep myself. Are you very tired?’ 

He shook his head. ‘Not tired. But it’s like driving a car on a hot 
afternoon.’ 

She said, ‘I know. Look, tell me what some of these things are. 
What’s that?’ She pointed to the directional gyro on the instrument 
board. 

‘It’s the gyro. You use it to steer by. You see these figures on it? 
They’re degrees.’ 

‘Is it a compass?’ 

‘Not exactly. You set it by the compass.’ 
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‘Why don’t you use the compass then?’ 

Behind them Lockwood was sound asleep. The girl would have 
liked to sleep herself; she had sufficient wit to realize the danger. 
If she slept, Ross would sleep; then they would all sleep for ever in 
the Arctic Ocean. She opened the window at her side and let in a 
cold draught. She shifted in her seat, and forced herself to try to 
understand the instruments; on his side Ross exerted himself to 
explain to her in simple language how the things worked. Presently 
the craving for sleep left him. : 

The instrument board and the controls, explained and demon- 
strated in every detail, lasted them for an hour. The seaplane droned 
on over the sea; for a short time they were silent. Alix glanced at 
the pilot, saw his gaze become vacant, and nudged him with her 
elbow. 4 . 

He turned to her. ‘It’s all right,’ he said, smiling. ‘I wasn’t asleep.’ 

“You'd have been asleep in a minute. Come on, let’s go on talking.’ 

‘All right. What shall we talk about?’ 

‘Tell me how you came to take up flying.’ 

‘I just went into the Air Force from school.’ 

‘Where did you go to school?’ 

‘At Guildford. I was a day boy.’ She was absolutely right; they 
must keep talking. He began to tell her about his life as a boy. It » 
didn’t matter what he said; the main thing was to keep talking. He 
told her about the little house in Guildford where he had been 
brought up. He told her about Aunt Janet who taught mathematics 
at the girls’ school for two hundred pounds a year, and how she had 
spent a good part of that upon his education. As they talked, the 
Arctic Ocean flowed slowly past beneath their windows. He told her 
how Aunt Janet had wanted him to go to Oxford, but there was no 
money. He told her how she had sent him into the Air Force as the 
next best thing. Alix said, ‘It may have been a better thing for 
you, Mr Ross. Oxford isn’t the right place for everybody, you know.’ 

aioe pilot said, ‘I suppose not. But I’d have liked to have gone 
there.’ 

The girl said, ‘I think Aunt Janet sounds a dear. She must be very 
fond of you.’ 

Ross frowned a little. The idea of Aunt Janet being fond of anyone 
had never really crossed his mind. He said slowly, ‘Yes, I suppose she 
must be. She’d never show it, though.’ 

The girl laughed. ‘I’d like to meet her. Go on, Mr Ross. What 
happened to you when you got into the Air Force?’ 

He told her about his training time in England, and about his ser- 
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vice years in Egypt and Iraq. Then for half an hour he told her about 
Canada, about the Company and all they did up in the North. Pre- 
sently she stopped him for a moment, and pointed to the far horizon. 

“What's that over there?’ 

He followed her direction, and saw a very faint white peak. ‘Must 
be Snaefell. It can’t be anything else.’ 

‘It’s nice to see a bit of land again.’ 

Ross swung the machine for a moment and took a bearing of it; 
then, working awkwardly with map and protractor on his knee, he 
Jaid off their position. ‘About a hundred and ten miles still to go.’ 

He took another reading of the petrol gauges, and his lips 
tightened. There was nothing else to do. He throttled back a little 
more, and slowly opened the altitude control to its extreme limit. 
The engine immediately began to run very rough; the indicator of 
the cylinder-head temperatures went up fifty degrees. The pilot sat 
watching his instruments intently for the first sign of real trouble. 
He might be ruining his engine with the weak mixture; on the other 
hand, it should last them for an hour or so. The alternative was to 
come down in the sea before they got to land, a rough sea in which 
the seaplane could not hope to live for very long. 

He sent out another message to Reykjavik telling them his esti- 
mated time of arrival and asking for facilities to get the seaplane 
up on shore. He thought ruefully that there would be a lot of work 
to do upon the engine before the seaplane flew again. 

Still, it was no good worrying about that. He turned back to Alix 
by his side. ‘Tell me about yourself, Miss Lockwood. We may as 
well keep talking.’ 

She said, “‘There’s nothing to tell, Mr Ross. I was born in our 
house — the one you know — and I went to school near Oxford.’ 

‘Have you lived in Oxford all your life?’ 

She nodded. ‘Yes— except for holidays. I’ve been to Switzerland 
for winter sports. And I went to Crete with Daddy once. I didn’t 
like it, much.’ 

She paused, and then she said, “This is the biggest thing that ever 
happened to me.’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘It’s the biggest thing that ever happened to me, 
too.’ 

They talked on for a time about her school, and about her time at 
Somerville. On the horizon Snaefell grey rapidly larger. Lockwood 
woke up, and they showed him the mountain and the distant line of 
coast, Clear in the evening sunlight. 

He said, ‘Isn’t the engine running differently, Mr Ross?’ 
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The pilot turned in his seat. ‘I’ve had to put her on weak mixture, 
sir, to make the fuel last out. I think we’ve got enough to get us into 
Reykjavik, but I’'ll have to have a good look round the engine after 
this. I’ve told them that I want to get her up on shore, so that I can 
get the cowling off and have a good look round.’ 

In the end the town loomed up before them. The sea in the outer 
harbour was running fairly high; Ross decided to land in the con- 
fined space of the inner harbour. He rubbed a hand across his tired 
eyes, brought the seaplane low, rumbled in just above the break- 
water, and put her down into an open lane between the trawlers. 
The quick reaction that made him a good pilot was killed by fatigue; 
the machine bounced heavily upon the dirty water of the harbour, 
and rose into the air again. He caught her with a little burst of 
engine; she bounced down heavily again in a great shower of spray, 
lurched forward on the floats, and came to rest. Slowly she pivoted 
round into the wind. 

It was seven o'clock. They had been in the air for exactly twelve 
hours. There were five gallons of petrol left in the tanks, enough for 
about twenty minutes’ flying. 

The pilot sighed. He turned round in his seat and spoke to Lock- 
wood. ‘Home again,’ he said wearily. ‘I’m sorry about this, sir, but 
it really wasn’t fit to go down at Angmagsalik. It’s all in between the 
mountains — we must have decent weather to land there.’ 

‘I’m sure you did the right thing, Mr Ross. What is the next move?’ 

There was a fresh wind blowing in the harbour; the machine 
pitched slightly on the little waves, heading into the wind. 

“We'll have to get the seaplane up on shore before to-night, sir. 
It may be going to blow hard.’ 

A motor boat, the same that they had had before, came to them 
from the jetty; in it were Sorensen and a couple of dock hands. It 
drew up beneath the orange wing. Sorensen beamed at them. ‘So — 
you have returned? The weather was not good at Angmagsalik?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘I want to get the seaplane up on to the 
slipway for the night,’ he shouted. ‘Can we do that?’ 

‘All is quite prepared. We have heard your radio. There is a slip- 
way for the trawlers, which is good.’ He held up a rope. ‘We will 
pull with the boat.’ 

They nosed the boat up gently to the floats from behind; Ross 
stopped his engine, and they took the seaplane in tow. The pilot 
sat slumped down in his seat, tired to death; the silence closed in 
upon them strangely. 

Alix said quietly, ‘You'll have to get to bed directly after dinner, 
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Mr Ross. No roistering with Sorensen to-night.’ 

The pilot passed a hand across his eyes, and turned to her. ‘I should 
think we'd all be glad to get to bed. It makes a long day, when you're 
flying for this length of time. I’m sorry I made such a rotten landing.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘It was bumpy, but you had very little room.’ 

‘I know. I didn’t like the look of the swell outside the harbour.’ 

They came slowly to the slipway. Men in waders were waiting 
to receive them; the machine was pulled up to the water’s edge. One 
by one they got down on the float and so to shore. The ground felt 
heavy to their feet, their knees were weak. 

Ross turned to the Lockwoods. “Would you go on up to the hotel 
and get our rooms?” he said. ‘T’ll be along as soon as I’ve seen every- 
thing all right here.’ 

The don hesitated. ‘Isn’t there anything that we can do to help?’ 

‘I don’t think so, thanks. There seem to be heaps of people here, 
and Mr Sorensen speaks English. If you’d go up and tell them 
to keep some dinner hot for us. . . I'll be along in about half an 
hour.’ 

It was much longer than that. The general opinion was that it was 
going to blow hard during the night. Ross could not leave till he had 
seen that the machine was pulled up well clear of the high tide, and 
firmly lashed down on the travelling cradle. There was no shelter 
available to house the seaplane. He spent a long time supervising 
the arrangements, till finally he was satisfied that she was safe. 

It was between half past eight and nine when he got back to the 
hotel. The Lockwoods were waiting for him in the lounge; they had 
not dined. He went and had a hurried wash, then joined them in 
the dining-room. Lockwood said, “What are you drinking, Mr Ross?’ 

‘] think I'll] just have water.’ 

Alix said unexpectedly, ‘Are we going on to-morrow, Mr Ross?’ 

‘I’m afraid we can’t, Miss Lockwood. After all that weak running, 
I must have a look at the engine. I’ll have to take a couple of the 
pots off, I expect.’ 

She nodded. ‘If we’re not going to fly, you can have a whisky and 
soda. It’ll do you good.’ 

‘All right.’ 

Lockwood ordered him a double whisky; he drank it, and felt 
better. In the relaxation following the strain of the flight, the meal 
passed in a dream of fatigue. Over the coffee the eyelids dropped 
slowly down over his eyes, his head sagged. Alix, sitting beside him, 
nudged him with her elbow; he straightened up again. 

She said, ‘You’d better go to bed, Mr Ross.’ 
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He passed a hand across his eyes, and smiled. ‘I’m so sorry. 1 was 
half asleep.’ 7 

The don said, ‘I should go up to bed. I’m going in a minute. So is 
Alix.’ 

‘I believe I will — before old Sorensen comes in and catches me.’ 
He got to his feet, steadying himself by the table. ‘Good night, Miss 
Lockwood. Good night, sir.’ 

He went out through the lounge and up the staircase. They 
watched him as he went. Lockwood said, ‘I think our pilot’s had 
about as much as he can stand.’ . 

His daughter said, ‘It was the party last night, Daddy. It was cruel, 
that. He can’t have had nearly enough sleep.’ 

The don nodded. ‘It would have been very difficult to get out of,’ 
he said mildly. ‘Still, I’m very glad to hear his engine needs attention. 
It won’t do us any harm to wait here quietly for a day or two, and 
rest a bit.’ 

She laughed shortly. ‘Do you think you'll get him to rest if his 
engine needs attention?’ 

Ross was in bed by ten. He slept immediately, a sleep of stunned 
insensibility. But by two o’clock he was awake again. In Reykjavik 
in summer there is no real darkness; his room was full of half-light. 
He lay in bed, half sleeping and half waking, with a restless mind. 
He’d made a proper muck of things. Lord knew what sort of state he 
would find the engine in. The exhaust valves must be burnt out — 
probably the seatings, too. True, he had a set of new valves with 
him, just for this contingency. But if the seatings were destroyed, 
as they must be, the cylinders would have to go back to Detroit 
before the flight could continue. The pistons might be burnt as well. 
He rolled over on his pillow, sick at heart. He’d made a frightful 
mess of it! This flight was the big chance of his life to make a reputa- 
tion — and he’d thrown it all away. He ought to have gone down at 
the first sight of clouds and crept in at five hundred feet between the 
pack ice and the cloud ceiling. He’d have got to Angmagsalik all right 
that way. He ought to have turned back earlier, at the first sign of 
doubtful weather. He ought never to have started. He ought to have 
done anything but what he had done. 

He rolled over again, and the memory of the ice-cap came to him. 
Gross, unpardonable carelessness He could still see the snow-slopes 
close beneath his floats — to think that anyone could be so reckless 
as to take them for a cloud. He had put them all within an ace of a 
crash — and such a crash! He lay in bed and felt the splintering 
impact, the violence of the pressure on his seat as the machine 
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turned over, the hot blood welling out over his eyes, the snow cold 
on his hands. He might have killed them all. If they had lived through 
the crash they would have been there now, lying in the snowfield 
far from any help, freezing to death. Lockwood, who had given him 
the job because he had believed in him. Alix, who had helped him all 
she could, and talked to him to help him keep awake, who had a 
lovely figure when her things were wet .. . 

i 

He roused himself, got out of bed, and had a drink of water. 

He got back into bed and lay there wide awake, his active, restless 
mind at full pressure. He wouldn’t have to send the cylinders to 
Detroit. They could be done at Amsterdam. If he got one off first 
thing in the morning for inspection . . . he could get the lot off 
before night. When he knew the worst, he could cable Amsterdam 
and make arrangements. If only there were a boat —a trawler, any- 
thing leaving Iceland. If he could get to the north of Scotland and 
get on the air line, he could fly to Amsterdam. Say five days —six 
days — from Reykjavik to Amsterdam, two days to replace the burnt 
seatings, six days back. Three days to reassemble the engine and 
test the machine. Three weeks’ delay in all. The season would be far 
gone, but not irretrievably. They would get going again in the first 
week in August. 

That was, if Lockwood was prepared to trust him again after a 
mess like this .. . 

He dozed and lay awake intermittently for the rest of the night, 
restless and distracted. At six o’clock he got up, washed his face and 
dressed, and went downstairs. The porter of the hotel made him a 
cup of coffee; he drank it, and felt better. He went out into the town 
and found the boatman, and made him understand that he required 
a table. They got one from the boatman’s house and carried it 
through the streets to the trawler slipway. Ross set it up beside the 
engine, tied a blanket down on it, got a bucket of paraffin, and began 
his work. 

At half past nine Lockwood rapped on his daughter’s door. ‘I’m 
getting up, Daddy,’ she said. ‘I’ll be down in about ten minutes.’ 

She met him in the lounge. ‘Where’s Mr Ross? Is he still in bed?’ 

Her father shook his head. ‘He seems to be down with the sea- 
plane. The porter says he had a cup of coffee and went out at about 
a quarter past six.’ 

‘But that’s quite absurd! He can’t possibly have had enough sleep!’ 

‘He’ll have had seven or eight hours.’ 

‘Has he had any breakfast?’ 
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‘The porter said he had a cup of coffee.’ 

Alix said impulsively, ‘We can’t let him go on like this. I’m going 
down to fetch him up to breakfast.’ 

Her father stopped her. ‘Let him do his work in his own way,’ he 
said. ‘Come on and eat your own breakfast. Then we'll go down and 
see what he’s doing.’ 

She went through with him into the dining-room and ate a hurried 

meal. 
~ Down on the slipway Ross was standing upon a trestle, carefully 
drawing the master cylinder off its piston. He carried it down to 
the ground and laid it on the table, then went up on to the trestle 
again and wrapped clean rags around the piston and the hole. He 
got down, and began to dismantle the valve mechanism on the 
cylinder. 

A quarter of an hour later he was lighting a cigarette smeared with 
paraffin, and staring in wonder at the bits and pieces laid out on the 
table, still dripping from their wash. 4 

There was no damage to that cylinder, at any rate. The piston 
was unharmed, the seatings were as bright as when they left the 
factory. The exhaust valve was a little red in colour but quite good; 
it would not even need re-facing. So far as he could see, in fact, that 
cylinder was in good condition. 

There was a movement behind him; he turned, and there was 
Lockwood and the girl. He smiled at them. ‘Morning,’ he said, ‘I’ve 
just been having a look at this.’ 

To Lockwood, he was looking drawn and tired. The don said, ‘Is 
there much damage to the engine?’ 

The pilot blew a cloud of smoke and laughed, a little awkwardly. 
‘Nothing at all to this cylinder. I want to take another one off as a 
check, but it looks as if it’s all a mare’s nest, sir.’ 

Alix said, ‘Have you had any breakfast, Mr Ross?’ 

‘Not yet. I wanted to see how matters stood down here.’ 

‘Won't you leave it now, and come and have your breakfast?’ 

He shook his head. ‘I’m quite all right, Miss Lockwood. I’d rather 
take another pot off right away, and make sure. I’ll be through by 
lunch time. Then if everything’s all right, I can start reassembling 
this afternoon.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Can we help you at all, Mr Ross?’ 

‘T really don’t think there’s anything that you could do, sir. I may 
want a hand this afternoon, but I can get a chap from the garage.’ 

Alix said, “You won’t be able to talk to him.’ 

He smiled. “You'll have to come and translate for me again.’ 
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__. They went away after a little time, and he went on with his work. 

_ An hour later another cylinder lay dismantled on the table; it was 

__ in similar condition to the first. There was no damage to the engine 
at all. 

The pilot lit another cigarette. With the relief from the tension 
of anxiety he now felt curiously tired; it was as if all energy had 
been drained from him. He now felt that he had been foolish. He 
had been worrying himself unnecessarily, scaring himself with the 

_ bogies that did not exist. He should have been able to set his mind 
at rest and have a good night’s sleep, instead of worrying himself 
crazy all the time he was in bed. It was no good going on like that. 
Great flights were made by men who kept their heads. 

He assembled the valve gear of both cylinders and put the cylinders 
and the tools carefully on the floor of the cabin. It was nearly time 
for lunch; he locked the cabin door and went up in to the town. He 
found a chemist’s shop without much difficulty, and asked for 
aspirin. 

The man shook his head. ‘I have not aspirin. I have others, better. 
But not aspirin. You have pain?’ 

Ross said, ‘I wanted it to help me sleep.’ 

‘Ah, you cannot sleep! I have here what is good.’ He went to a 
drawer and produced a little bottle of tablets. “This good for you if 
you cannot sleep.’ | 

Ross took it doubtfully, and examined it. It was the product of a 
German firm at Hanover, and was called Troxigin. ‘It is like aspirin,’ 
the chemist said. ‘For sleep it is better.’ 

‘All right,’ said Ross. ‘I’ll take some of these.’ The bottle held 
twenty-five tablets. ‘But I shall want more than this. Have you got 
a bigger bottle?’ 

The man looked at him doubtfully. ‘One only,’ he said. He held up 
one finger. ‘One each night. It is not good to take more.’ He took the 
bottle and showed Ross the instructions, printed in German. ‘One 
only.’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘I understand. But I’d better have some more. 
There are two other people with me, and we are going to Green- 
land. 

‘Ah—to Greenland.’ The words explained everything to the 
chemist; he made no further demur. He sold Ross a bottle of a 
hundred tablets; the pilot slipped it in his pocket and went back to 
the hotel for lunch. 

He met the Lockwoods in the lounge and had a tomato cocktail 
with them. Alix said to him: 
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‘At half past four there is a meal called tea, Mr Ross. I'd like you 
to remember it.’ ; 

He smiled, ‘All right. I’m a good deal happier now than I was this 
morning.’ 

‘It’s all right, is it?’ 

He nodded. ‘Quite all right. I’ll get those pots put back this after- 
noon and finish off to-morrow morning. Then we can take her up 
for a short test flight to-morrow afternoon, fill her up, and get away 
next day if the weather’s decent. Have another crack at it.’ 

They lunched; he had a good appetite, and ate well. He was not 
surprised to feel sleepy as he left the dining-room; he had to force 
himself to go and work. 

Alix said, ‘I’ll come along this afternoon, Mr Ross, if I may.’ 

He said, ‘That would be very nice, Miss Alix. But don’t if you've 
got anything else to do. I’ll have to get a man from the garage.’ 

‘What sort of help do you want?’ 

‘Oh, only somebody to hold things for me. I wouldn’t let a garage 
hand do any work upon the engine.’ 

‘Well, I can hold things.’ 

He looked doubtful. ‘I’m afraid you'll get very dirty.’. 

‘I don’t mind.’ 

She went down with him, and they worked together all afternoon 
upon the engine. Each cylinder in turn was cleaned with loving 
care and smeared internally with oil. Then Ross got up upon the 
trestle, undid the rags, cleaned and oiled the piston. Then Alix 
handed up the heavy cylinder to him; he held it while she got up 
on to the trestle by him. Then she held it while he delicately per- 
suaded the piston to enter it, and slid it down gently on to its seating 
on the crankcase. Bolts were put on finger-tight; then the whole 
process was repeated with the other cylinder. Finally the engine was 
turned over with the propeller, and the bolts were tightened down 
and locked. 

In the end, Ross got down and offered her a dirty cigarette. She 
took it with dirty fingers. ‘I don’t smoke much,’ she said. ‘But then, 
I don’t do this much, either.’ 

He lit it for her. ‘Do you know what time it is?’ 

She blew a cloud of smoke, and shook her head. 

‘Five o’clock. We're late for that tea you were talking about.’ 

‘It doesn’t matter. Daddy’s gone to the Cathedral with Herr 
Sorensen,’ 

The pilot stretched himself. ‘I don’t feel like doing any more to- 
night. I'll finish off in the morning. Let’s pack up.’ 
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‘All right. Have you written to Aunt Janet?’ 

He looked at her, startled. ‘How did you know about Aunt Janet ?’ 

“You told me about her.’ She was amused. ‘Yesterday, when we 
were flying back.’ 

‘So I did. I had such a lot to think about yesterday, I’d quite for- 
gotten that. I told you all about her, didn’t I?’ ; 

She nodded. ‘I think you might write and let her know how we’ve 
got on.’ 

He said, ‘I’ll send her a cable to-night.’ 

‘Write her a letter, too. She’ll like to have that, and there won’t 
be any opportunity in Greenland.’ 

‘All right.’ 

He locked up the machine and saw that everything was snug for 
the night. They walked back to the hotel, tired and dirty. Lockwood 
had not returned; presently they were sitting together in the lounge 
for tea. 

The girl got up presently and went and fetched a pad of cable 
forms. ‘Here you are,’ she said. ‘Write it out now, and we'll walk 
out and send it off.’ 

He smiled, and took the forms. ‘Anyone would think she was your 
aunt, not mine.’ 

‘Well, if it wasn’t for me she wouldn’t be getting a cable to-night, 
Mr Ross.’ 

‘Shall I tell her that?’ 

She laughed. ‘If you like.’ 

Two hours later the messenger delivered a telegram at the little 
house in Guildford. Aunt Janet took it into the kitchen, put on her 
spectacles, and opened the buff envelope. The message read: 


ARRIVED REYKJAVIK WEDNESDAY GOING TO ANGMAGSALIK TO-MOR- 
ROW ALL WELL MISS LOCKWOOD SENDS REGARDS. 


She read this in silence with pursed lips. It was good news that all 
was well, and they had got to Iceland safely. But why did the lassie 
send her regards, and above all why did Donald waste good money 
in saying so in a cable at sevenpence or eightpence a word, maybe 
more? It seemed a wicked waste. She put the cable on the mantel- 
piece, and set about making a little milk pudding for her supper. 
Presently she picked the cable up again, and stood it up so that she 
could see it. 

‘He never was one for saving money,’ she muttered to herself pre- 
sently. ‘I doot he’s getting fond of her.’ 
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That night Ross went to bed early, soon after dinner, having posted 
a short letter to Aunt Janet. He opened the bottle of Troxigin in his 
room and took one of the tablets with a glass of water. He got into 
bed, not feeling very sleepy, but within ten minutes he was sound 
asleep. He slept quietly and well the whole night through, and did 
not wake until the morning call. 

He lay awake for a few minutes before getting up, luxuriating in 
the feeling of freshness that he had gained by his sleep. He really 
had had a wonderful night, the best night’s sleep that he had had for 
months. He realized that it was wholly due to the Troxigin, and was 
grateful to the drug. These German chemists knew their stuff all 
bightey 36 

“That day was not a hard one. He was down at the machine by half 
past eight; by eleven o’clock he had finished his assembly work, put 


in a hundred gallons of fuel, and sponged out the bilge-water that — 


had leaked into the floats. Then he started up the engine with the 
seaplane still lashed down upon the slipway, ran it for twenty 
minutes, stopped it, and made a careful inspection. Finally he put 
on the engine cowling and made all ready for flight. Then he went 
back to the hotel for lunch. 

‘Tll take her up for a short test this afternoon, sir,’ he said to 


Lockwood. ‘Then I’ll put her back on the mooring and fill her up | 


with petrol. Would you like to come up with me?’ 


‘I think Mr Sorensen has something that he wants to show me at 


a place called Keflavik.’ 

Alix said, ‘I’d like to come with you, Mr Ross. I don’t want to 
_ go to Keflavik,’ 

‘All right.’ . 

They got the seaplane down into the water at about half past two, 
and took off shortly after that. Ross did a short test of the wireless 
with the Reykjavik station, then reeled in his aerial again. 

Alix asked, ‘That lever that you’ve got your hand on is the throttle, 
isn’t it?’ 

‘That’s right. The little one is the mixture.’ 

‘And then you steer it with the wheel?’ 

He shook his head and explained the rudder to her; for a time they 
flew erratically round the sky as she felt the controls. ‘Beautifully 
balanced, isn’t she?’ he observed. 

She did not know exactly what he meant. ‘It must be rather fun 
flying her,’ she said, relinquishing the wheel. 

He glanced at her quizzically. ‘Nasty, noisy things. Particularly 
when they’re flying over Oxford.’ 
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She flushed. “‘They’re beastly in Oxford. But it seems more suitable 


_ up here. I mean, they’ve got some purpose.’ 


He nodded. 

They landed after about forty minutes’ flight; the motor boat met 
them and towed them to the mooring. They spent the rest of the 
afternoon filling up with fuel, hot and stifled by the fumes. 

In the evening Ross went up alone to the broadcasting station. 


_ The report for the next day was good, with a light following wind 


and probably good visibility. He went back to the hotel and found 
Lockwood in the lounge, and told him about it. 

The don looked at him keenly. ‘How do you feel yourself, Mr 
Ross? I know you haven't had a lot of sleep recently. If you'd like 
to stop another day and have a real rest, I think we've got plenty 


of time.’ 


The pilot smiled. ‘That’s very kind of you, sir. I appreciate it. But 
I’m quite all right now. I had a fine sleep last night — nearly twelve 
hours.’ It was on the tip of his tongue to tell Lockwood about 
Troxigin, but he did not do so. ‘I’d really rather get along, if that 
suits you. The weather’s very chancy in these latitudes. I think we 


_ should go while the going’s good.’ 
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“You wouldn’t make a final decision to-night?’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘I'll go up to the wireless station in the morn- 
ing, before we take off.’ 

‘All right, then. We'll all go to bed directly after dinner.’ 

‘That suits me.’ 

They did so. Ross was not particularly tired as he undressed; in 
fact, he was less tired than he had been for many days. That, he 
thought, was because they had had a relatively easy day, and because 
of the long sleep that he had had the night before. To-morrow would 
not be so easy; it would be prudent to ensure another good night’s 
sleep before they flew back te Angmagsalik. He took another tablet 
of his Troxigin, set his alarm clock for five, and got into his bed. 

He slept beautifully, a quiet, dreamless sleep till the alarm woke 
him in the morning. He got out of bed at once, feeling well and 
strong; as he shaved in the morning sunlight he was humming a little 
tune. He dressed and went down to the dining-room, and began his 
breakfast. 

He had nearly finished by the time the Lockwoods joined him, the 
girl i in her white overall. ‘I made a start,’ he said. ‘I thought I’d just 
nip up to the wireless station while you're eating your breakfast, and 


_ get the weather report. It’s a grand morning for us, here. If it’s like 


this at Angmagsalik we'll be all right.’ 
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Alix said, ‘You're very full of beans this morning, Mr Ross. Did — 
you sleep well?’ 

‘Never better in my life.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘It’s fine here, but we may run into cloud again © 
in Greenland, like we did before.’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘I’ll get off with every pound of fuel we can lift. 
But it’s going to be all right this time, sir — you see.’ 

_ He got up and left the room confidently. Lockwood turned to his 
daughter. ‘He seems a different man,’ he said mildly. 

‘I know. I believe he was terribly worried about his engine; 
although he didn’t say so.’ 

Her father said, ‘Of course, it’s a very anxious time for him.’ 

The weather report was still good. They took off at about half — 
past seven from the outer harbour, having drained off fifteen gallons 
of fuel after an unsuccessful run. There was a thin layer of nimbus 
cloud at a great height; the day was cold but visibility good. 

Again they climbed to about three thousand feet, and went dron- 
ing over a grey, unpleasant sea. After a time Snaefell sank below 
the horizon; an hour later they came to the first pack ice. Ross had 
been in touch with Angmagsalik on the wireless since the take-off; 
the weather report there was clear weather and little wind. 

There was a cloud over the pack, a thick mist that went right | 
down to the water. In spite of his previous experience, Ross chose 
to fly above it, depending on his wireless reports of clear weather 
ahead. For an hour they flew on at about four thousand feet over 
a sea of cloud; then suddenly the clouds came to an end. Before 
them, a great distance off, they saw a long line of jagged mountains 
running down into the sea, with glaciers winding down the coast in 
furrows, and a mass of pack ice at the foot. 

Ross caught his breath. ‘Well, there it is, sir. It looks a pretty 
ghastly place.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘It’s very inhospitable.’ 

In that clear air they could see well over a hundred miles. Above 
the jagged mountains the white line of the ice-cap was distinct. The 
sea was thick with pack ice for as far as they could see. The coastline 
was evidently rocky and indented; along its edge there seemed to be 
a wild mix-up of icebergs and rocky islands. They looked at it with 
awe. 

‘I believe the south-west coast, at Brattalid, is very different,’ said 
Lockwood. ‘There is no pack ice there.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘It’s a different sort of place altogether. They have 
pastures there, and cattle — so they told me in Copenhagen.’ 
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Alix stared ahead. ‘It doesn’t look as if there’s anything of that 
_ sort here.’ ; 

Homing upon the Angmagsalik wireless signals, in three-quarters 
_ of an hour they were over the estuary. Ross switched off his receiver 
_ and stared down intently, glanced at his map, and stared down 
_ again. ‘There we are,’ he said. ‘That’s it. See the wireless masts? 
_ Along by the water, where the river runs into the sea. There.’ 

The Lockwoods followed his direction. ‘I see them,’ said the don. 
‘There’s a little house there with a spire, like a church.’ 

Alix stared down incredulously. ‘But is this all of it?’ she asked. 
‘Seven or eight tiny wooden houses, like that?’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘That’s it all right.’ 

‘But it’s not even as big as a village!’ 

Her father said, ‘It’s the biggest place in East Greenland. You'd 
have to go five or six hundred miles to find a bigger one.’ 

The girl said nothing. 

Ross wound in the aerial, and circled low for a landing. The inner 
harbour was dotted with moored rowing-boats; in the outer harbour 
the pack was thicker than he cared about at all. When they had told 
him that there was little ice at Angmagsalik the term must have been 
purely relative; there was plenty there to impede the landing of his 
seaplane. For a time he flew in circles at about a hundred feet, choos- 
ing the lane between the icebergs in which he would land. Then he 
went up a little, and turned to the Lockwoods. 

‘I’m going to put her down in that lane — there,’ he said. He showed 
it to them. ‘I’m going to fly over it first, about ten feet up. Would 
you keep an eye open for floating lumps of ice on your side, sir - 
and you on your side, Miss Lockwood? Especially the little black 
ones in the water, that don’t show up much. I don’t want to rip a 
float up in this place.’ 

The seaplane swept down towards the lane and flew along at slow 
speed close above the surface; they scanned the water carefully. 
Then she went up again and circled round as they exchanged impres- 
sions. 

‘Right you are,’ said the pilot cheerfully. ‘Down we go.’ 

He rumbled in very slowly over a floating berg, throttled, and let 
the machine sink down to the water. Then a quick, short burst of 
engine, the floats touched and sank down in the water, and the 
machine pulled up with a short run. Ross swung her round and 
taxied in towards the settlement, threading his way between the 
lumps of floating ice. 

He turned to the girl beside him. ‘I'll go straight to the mooring. 
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It ought to be a red buoy, like the others. Would you mind hooking 
On?" . 

‘Of course.’ 

She got into the back of the cabin and took off her flying suit and 
sheepskin boots; then she took off her stockings and put on rubber 
shoes. Finally she put on the lifebelt over her white overalls. As she 
was doing this, Ross taxied round the island at the harbour mouth 
and saw the red buoy on the water. On shore, some men were getting 
into a boat. 

He turned round. ‘Right you are. There’s the buoy straight ahead.’ 

The girl opened the cabin door and got down on to the float with 
the boathook; a wave washed suddenly across her feet. For a moment 
she gasped, stunned by the cold of it. Then as the seaplane moved © 
forward the buoy came to the float, she reached out and grabbed it, 
pulled it up, and snapped the cable hook into thé ring. Ross, watch- 
ing her from the side window, cut his switches and the engine came 
to rest. 

Alix turned forward to him, catching her breath and laughing. 
‘This water’s simply freezing, Mr Ross.’ 

‘I’m sorry — did you get wet?’ 

‘My feet did.’ 

‘Give them a rub, quickly. I wouldn’t fall in here, if I were you.’ 

‘I won't.’ 

She got back into the cabin, pulled off her wet shoes, and began 
massaging her feet. The boat pulled from the shore with three men 
in it, Eskimos, with merry Mongolian faces. It came alongside the 
float; Ross jumped down quickly on to the float, and held it off from 
bumping. One of the men shipped his oar, stood up, and said, ‘Me 
Thomas.’ 

He wore a very old seaman’s hat, a dirty white jumper of sail- 
cloth, serge trousers, and home-made sealskin knee-boots; his face 
was copper-coloured and dirty, with a cheerful smile. The pilot 
said, ‘My name is Ross. Is the Shell representative here?’ 

The Eskimo beamed at him. ‘Me Thomas. Me Shell representative.’ 

The pilot said gravely, ‘I’m glad to meet you. Have you got my 
petrol here?’ 

The man nodded emphatically. ‘Plenty petrol. Plenty gasoline. 
Plenty oil. Plenty in store.’ He pointed to the shore. 

‘That’s fine. We'll come on shore with you and have a look at it.’ 

They collected their luggage, left the machine, and got into the 
boat. As they approached the shore a man came down to meet them, 
a White man dressed in a seaman’s jersey and top-boots like the rest. 
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‘Good morning,’ he said, speaking in English with a strong accent. 
‘I am the governor. Have you had good flying?’ 

They went up to his house and trading post. He called his wife, 
an Eskimo, who greeted them shyly and took them upstairs to the 
attics. There were two rooms. In one there was a bare camp-bed 
with no mattress or bedding; the only other furniture was a couple 
of dead ducks hanging by their feet from the roof. In the other there 
was no bedstead, but a miscellaneous heap of pelts and woollen trade 
goods. The woman pointed to these hospitably. ‘Bed,’ she said. 

Ross said quickly, ‘It’s very good of you to let us stay here.’ 

She grinned and shook her head. Alix produced a laborious sen- 
tence in Danish; the woman grinned again, and made a deprecatory 
gesture. Then she said, ‘Vi vill spise snart,’ and went down the steep 
ladder staircase to the room below. 

Lockwood asked, ‘What did she say then?’ 

Alix said, ‘Dinner before long, Daddy.’ She stared around her at 
the attics. 

Ross turned to her, ‘I’m afraid it’s very rough,’ he said. ‘I’ll get our 
sleeping-bags up from the seaplane after dinner, and we'll be able to 
fix up something comfortable. But it’s not just like the Savoy, is it?’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Don’t worry about us, Mr Ross. It’s very kind of 
them to take us in at all, in a small place like this.’ 

The girl said slowly, ‘I believe it’s going to be fun.’ 

‘T’m glad you think so,’ said the pilot. ‘Which room will you have?’ 

‘I think I'd like to have the bed.’ 

‘All right. After we’ve got the fuel on board we'll bring the bags 
up here, and see what we can make of it. It'll only be for one night, 
I expect.’ 

Alix asked, ‘Is Julianehaab like this?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘It’s a much bigger place. There are over 
twenty white people living there.’ 

They went down to a meal of pickled vegetables, bread and butter, 
and home-brewed beer. They found the governor to be a cheerful, 
hospitable man, much looking forward to his retirement in Denmark. 
His English was not so good as they had first supposed, and they very 
soon found that a combination of English with Alix’s Danish dic- 
tionary served them best. 

The meal over, they went with Thomas to the fuel store. Ross was 
surprised at the amount of aviation fuel and oil of various brands 
that was in store at Angmagsalik. It seemed that every Greenland 
expedition using aeroplanes habitually left a quantity of petrol 
behind, having brought with them fuel for flights that never came 
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off, for aircraft that were quickly crashed. In this way a great quan- 
tity of petrol had accumulated in the store and, what was even 
more important to Ross, one or two pumps of highly efficient design 
for putting the fuel into aeroplanes. 

They found refuelling at Angmagsalik absurdly easy. With two or 
three men to assist they rolled down two drums to a large row-boat, 
got them on board, and rowed out to the seaplane. With a length 
of hose and one of the expedition pumps from the store they put a 
hundred gallons into the machine in half an hour. Ross checked the 
filters and sumps, and passed down the sleeping-bags into the boat. 
In very little more than an hour they were on shore again, with the 
machine ready to start off in the morning. 

They went up to the wireless station. The pastor was there with 
the wireless operator; they had then met the entire non-Eskimo popu- 
lation of Angmagsalik. Ross asked the operator ‘for the weather 
reports from Julianehaab. 

They were not very encouraging. There had been a fog at Juliane- 
haab the day before. That morning had been clear, but there was 
fog there now. The weather was settled; to-morrow it would prob- 
ably be clear in the morning and foggy in the afternoon. 

‘There has been much fog in Greenland this year,’ the man told 
him. ‘The ice broke early, but there has been much fog.’ 

It proved to be impossible to get a morning weather report before 
seven o'clock, and that only by a concession on the part of the 
operators, who had regular hours of watch. As they left the wireless 
station Ross discussed it with the don. 

“We've got to watch our step here, sir,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit over five 
hundred miles. It’ll be some time before we can get into the air after 
getting the weather report, especially if the ice is like it was to-day. 
If we don’t get off the water before eight o’clock it will be one by 
the time we get to Julianehaab, and by that time there may be fog 
down there.’ STona a 

Lockwood nodded. ‘We've got plenty of time in hand. If the 
governor can put up with us, we can afford to wait for a decent day.’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘Still, I think we should get on with it,’ he said. 
‘Jameson should have got to Julianehaab yesterday. There’s nothing 
to prevent us going straight to Brattalid as soon as we arrive.’ 

The don said, ‘Of course, the more time we can have upon the 
site the better.’ 

Ross thought for a minute. ‘I wonder why the operator at Juliane- 
haab didn’t have any message for us from Jameson? He must be 
there by now.’ 


320 


‘That's rather curious.’ They discussed it for a minute or two, and 
decided that it was not worth a special message. ‘We'll probably be 
there to-morrow morning.’ 

In the evening they took a short walk up the hill above the settle- 
ment. The little harbour lay below them with the orange seaplane 
moored in the middle, bright and conspicuous. Beyond the harbour 
lay the coast, mountainous, rocky, and desolate, rising up out of a 
sea thick with ice. 

Lockwood said, ‘My goodness, it’s a terrible country.’ 

Alix shivered. ‘I'll be glad to get away from here. It’s uncanny.’ 

Ross glanced at her. ‘Why do you say that?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know. But I wouldn’t like to stay 
here long.’ 

He nodded. ‘Neither should I. But the people are nice — what there 
are of them.’ 

She stared around. ‘I know — but the country’s horrible. It’s so 
absolutely barren. Just these tiny plants among the rocks.’ She indi- 
cated them with her foot. 

Her father said, ‘It’s really not a habitable land.’ 

‘T should think not.’ 

They went back to the governor’s house and had an evening meal 
of porridge and dried fish and coffee. Then, at about nine o’clock, 
they went up to the attics. Ross carried up the sleeping-bags, and 
put one on the bed. 

‘They’re all the same size, Miss Lockwood,’ he said. ‘It’ll be too 
big for you, but that’s a fault on the right side.’ 

With the coming of the night the room was bitterly cold. The 
windows were sealed tight, nor did they want to open them espe- 
cially. She asked him, ‘What do you do with it, Mr Ross?’ 

He showed her how it opened. ‘Get into it and go to sleep. Look, 
I'll get you some of this stuff from our room to make you a mattress 
to put it on.’ 

She looked at him, amused. ‘Are you supposed to undress properly 
and wear pyjamas in it?’ 

He smiled. ‘That’s nobody’s business but yours, Miss Lockwood. 
I’m not going to take off much myself. It’s too damn cold.’ 

He went into the next room and attacked an opened bale of blue 
serge cloth; he carried a large quantity of this back into the girl’s 
attic, and arranged it in many layers over the skeleton of the bed. 
‘There’s your mattress,’ said the pilot. ‘Now the sleeping-bag on top 
of that.’ He arranged it for her. ‘Now if you don’t take off too much, 
you should be really comfortable.’ 
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She turned and faced him. The wavering light of the one candle 
in the room threw moving shadows in the corners. The two dead 
eider ducks hung from the beam, their wings outstretched and throw- 
ing a grotesque shadow on the wall. . . . 

The girl said gently, ‘Thank you, Mr Ross. It’s been good of you 

to take so much trouble. You’ve made me a lovely bed.’ 

The pilot said, ‘I hope you have a decent night. Good night, Miss 
Lockwood.’ 

‘Good night.’ 

He went out, closing the door behind him. In the attic the girl 
stood deep in thought, looking after him. Then she roused herself, 
took off her overalls, and got into her sleeping-bag in her under- 
clothes. 

In the other attic Ross found the don laying out his bed upon the 
floor, methodically and efficiently. Ross joined him; they contrived 
to make good beds upon the trade goods. They took off their outer 
clothes, wriggled into their bags, and lay for a time before sleeping. 

Lockwood said, ‘I suppose this represents the most difficult part 
of the flight, Mr Ross?’ 

‘That’s so,’ said the pilot. ‘After this, we shouldn’t get any more 
ice. Julianehaab’s a bigger place than this, too. And at Brattalid we'll 
have a proper camp. No, this is the really tricky bit. Taking off 
to-morrow in all that ice is going to take a bit of doing. I may have to 
dump a good deal of fuel to get her off the water in the space we’ve 
got.’ 

‘I suppose you must have done a lot of flying in this sort of ice?’ 

‘Not more than I could help.’ The pilot yawned. ‘Hudson Bay gets 
a bit like this at the break-up. But there it’s all in slabs — you don’t 
get bergs like these.’ 

The don nodded sleepily. ‘Because there are no glaciers.’ 

‘I suppose so.’ 

They lay silent; presently the even breathing from the other bag 
told Ross that Lockwood was asleep. He lay wakeful, with an active 
mind. It was odd that Jameson had not been in touch with them. 
With wireless communication all along the coast, he must surely 
know where they were. But it was probably all right. 

He thought of the take-off in the morning, It would need the 
greatest care. Any damage to the seaplane here would end the trip, 
and mean the charter of a special ship from Reykjavik to get them 
home that year. Otherwise they would spend a year of their lives 
in that attic. He’d have to play very, very safe. He must balance the 
safety factors. It would be safer to make sure of the take-off even if 
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it meant starting with fuel for only eight or nine hundred miles. 

He thought of Alix in the next room, wondered if she was asleep. 
She was helping him enormously with her Danish, and in the refuel- 
ling. It was panning out much better than he thought it would when 
he first met her in Oxford. Far, far better . . . 

Alix, Jameson, the ice-pack, the fuel, the fog, Alix . . . His mind 
ran slowly round in circles as he dozed in the bag. 

Presently he stirred and looked at his watch. He had been in bed an 
hour, and was no nearer sleep. This wouldn’t do at all — at all costs 
he must have a decent night. He reached out for his pack and took a 
tablet of Troxigin. Soon he was sleeping quietly, his steady, even 
breathing joined with Lockwood’s. 

He slept till his alarm clock went off; yet, on waking, it seemed 
to him that he had not slept very well. He had been dreaming. He 
could remember nothing of his dreams, but he knew that they had 
been very vivid. The fact impressed itself upon his memory because 
he seldom dreamt at all. Still, he awoke refreshed, and rolled over 
and wriggled out of his bag. He went over to the window and wiped 
the condensation from the glass. 

Lockwood asked, ‘What’s the day like?’ 

‘Fine. There must be a fearful fog in here.’ 

There was a stir of movement in the lower parts of the house, 
showing that the governor and his wife were about. Lockwood 
called to Alix, and got a sleepy reply that she was getting up. Pre- 
sently they were all downstairs, eating a meal of porridge and jam 
washed down with hot coffee. 

Outside, the day was bright. They walked up to the wireless sta- 
tion; the operator was receiving and they waited till he had finished. 
Presently he came out to them. 

He told them that the weather was good at Julianehaab, but there 
was fog about. It would probably stay clear till noon. 

Ross thought about it for a minute. ‘It’s another of these touch- 
and-go ones,’ he said irritably. He turned to the operator. ‘Is that a 
good report? Do you ever get a report of settled, clear weather in 
these parts?’ 

The man shrugged his shoulders. ‘This year there has been fog 
part of all the days. It has been very calm.’ 

The pilot hesitated, irresolute. “What’s it going to do here?’ 

The wireless operator looked around. ‘I do not know. It is calm. 
I think it will remain calm. If I were sending a forecast, I should 
say there would be fog here later.’ 

‘Will it be better to-morrow, or the next day, do you think?’ 
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The man said, ‘For Greenland, this is good weather. There is no 
storm. Sometimes here the wind blows two hundred, two hundred 
and fifty kilometres an hour. The weather now is very good.’ 

The pilot turned to Lockwood. ‘I think we'll go, sir. I'll keep in 
touch with Julianehaab on the wireless; if it gets thick there while 
we're on the way we shall have to come back. You’ve got to take 
a bit of a chance in this sort of place, or you’d never get anywhere.’ 

They went and said good-bye to the governor and his native wife; 
then they went with Thomas to the seaplane in a boat. They took 
an empty petrol drum with them; Ross worked for some time down 
on the floats draining off forty gallons from the big tank in the 
cabin, to lighten their load for the take-off. Then they dropped the 
mooring, and the boat took the machine in tow towards the entrance 
of the inner harbour. 

Presently they cast off, started the engine, Waved good-bye to 
Thomas, and taxied out towards the ice-pack. 

It took them a quarter of an hour of taxi-ing among the ice to 
find a suitable lane. At last they found one about three-quarters of a 
mile long. Ross cruised over it at a slow speed on the water, keeping 
a sharp look-out for floating ice, and returned to the leeward end. 
He swung round into the wind, and opened the throttle. 

The take-off was an anxious time for them all. The seaplane was 
nearly half-way down the run before she was riding smoothly on | 
the step; the floating ice raced by them on each side at a great speed. 
The pilot sat tense and motionless, waiting for the last moment to 
try to pull her off the water. With a hundred and fifty yards of their 
clear water left ahead of him he eased the wheel back firmly, pre- 
pared to throttle down at once if she did not respond. She left the 
water, however, touched again lightly; then she was two feet up and 
gaining speed. He slewed her gently to avoid a peak of ice ahead of 
them; white ice flashed past immediately beneath the floats. Then 
they were clear and climbing slowly out over the pack. Ross sighed 
a little, and relaxed. 

At five hundred feet he turned, and began to fly westwards, follow- 
ing the coast. Soon the coast turned south and they turned with it, 
flying at about three thousand feet above sheer desolation. The 
coastline stretched rocky and indented for as far as they could see. 
In shore, the white line of the ice-cap bordered the sky; from it the 
glaciers ran down between rocky outcrops to the fiords running 
os into the land. There was no sign of habitation or of life of any 
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The pilot reeled out his aerial, and sent a message to Julianehaab 
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_ asking for the weather. The reply was much as it had been before. 
The weather at Julianehaab was fine, but there was fog about and 
it was expected to be foggy later on. 

They droned on steadily down the appalling coast, making good 
about a hundred miles an hour. At the end of the first hour Ross 
again spoke to Julianehaab. He was told that there were banks of 
fog out at sea. 

He showed this message to Lockwood. ‘It’s one of those bloody 
tip-and-run days,’ he said discontentedly. ‘We can’t land if it’s foggy 
there. Would you like to play safe, and go back to Angmagsalik?’ 

‘How much petrol have we got?’ 

“We took off with enough for ten hours. Say nine hours more.’ 

‘Suppose we go on for another hour, and make our decision then ?’ 

The pilot thought about it for a minute; the weather all around 
them was quite clear. If the worst came to the worst they could 
land anywhere upon the coast, beach the machine, and spend a cold 
night in the cabin. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘We shall be nearly 
half-way by that time.’ 

They flew on steadily along the coast. Three-quarters of an hour 
later the don said, “There’s a little house down there, Mr Ross.’ 

Alix and Ross leaned over to look. It took them a little time to see 
what Lockwood meant. Then they saw a long hut, built of rough 
blocks of the local stone and roofed with turf, merging in colour 
with the hillside. It was near the edge of the water. Drawn up on 
the beach in front of it were one or two skin-boats, and a few kayaks. 
Several people were outside it, staring up at the orange seaplane. 

Immediately Ross throttled down, and made a note upon his pad. 
The machine sank-towards the hut in a great circle. ‘It’s an Eskimo 
house,’ he said. ‘Let’s have a look at it.’ 

They flew past at about three hundred feet. There was a beach 
there, free from ice; on it they seemed to be skinning a seal. There 
were windows to the hut, glass windows in frames roughly chocked 
into the piled stone work. There were about fifteen or twenty people, 
some of them children. They saw all this as they passed; then it was 
left behind and they rose slowly on their course to three thousand 
feet again. 

At the hour, Ross sent another message for the weather report. 
Julianehaab replied: 


Fog coming in from sea expect visibility less than five hundred 
metres in an hour. 
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Ross passed his pad across to Lockwood with a shrug, and swung 
the machine round till they were heading back for Angmagsalik. 
‘That’s no good to us,’ he said. ‘We must go back.’ 
The don said, ‘It seems the only thing to do.’ 
The pilot set the course and busied himself upon the wireless 
again, transmitting to Angmagsalik. Then he switched over, and 
wrote down the letters of the reply as they came to him. 


Visibility three kilometres getting worse do not advise you return 
here. 


He passed it to Lockwood without a word. Then he began trans- 
mitting again to Julianehaab. 


Fog at Angmag present position 220 miles south Angmag request 
governor’s permission to land Eskimo settlement here. 


The reply came at once. 
Permission granted do not give natives firearms or intoxicants. 
He transmitted again. 


Can make safe landing no need search or relief party will fly 
to-morrow weather permitting and communicate you by radio. 


He got an acknowledgment, reeled in his aerial, and turned to 
Lockwood. ‘It’s the only thing to do, sir,’ he said. ‘We've just got 
to park here and wait for the weather.’ 

Alix asked, ‘Isn’t there anywhere else to go?’ 

He smiled at her over his shoulder. ‘I’ve got enough petrol to get 
back to Reykjavik.’ 

She laughed. ‘I don’t want to spend my life flying in circles round 
the Arctic, Mr Ross. I think I'd rather go down here.’ 

They reached the little house and made a wide turn over it, staring 
down pensively. ‘It'll be a funny sort of night,’ the pilot said. ‘But 
they’re quite all right; they’re friendly people. You'll just have to 
look after your things, that’s all. They’ve got so little — they'll prob- 
ably pinch everything they can get hold of. That’s if they’re any- 
thing like the ones in Hudson Bay.’ 

He throttled, brought the machine down to the water, and landed 
near the beach, The seaplane swung round into the wind and came 
to rest. They stared at the shore. A little crowd of people had 
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assembled on the beach; one or two men were getting into kayaks. 
Lockwood said, ‘I don’t think they’re afraid of us.’ 

The pilot said. ‘I don’t think they are. Look, I’m going to go right 
in and beach the machine straight away, sir. If we let them come 
around us we shall have to stop the prop or we'll be cutting their 
heads off, and I don’t want to do that. We'll go straight in. Keep an 
eye open on your side for shoals.’ 

He opened his throttle, swung the seaplane round, and taxied in 
towards the beach. Twenty yards out he throttled down and let the 
seaplane carry her own way; as they approached the kayaks he cut 
the switches and the engine stopped. The machine slid in between 
the boats and grounded gently on the sand. 

The natives surged around the bows of the floats upon the beach. 
‘Better stay here a minute,’ said Ross. ‘I’ll get hold of the chief.’ He 
slipped out of his seat, pressed past Alix, opened the door, and got 
down on to the float. He made his way along the float, taking the 
mooring cable with him, and jumped ashore. A horde of dogs imme- 
diately set up a violent barking; the natives surged around him, 
chattering and fingering his clothes. From the cabin window Alix 
watched him apprehensively. 

He smiled, and raised his hand above his head. There was a silence, 
but for the children and the dogs. He said, ‘Chief. Bestyrer. Governor.’ 

A man pressed forward; the others drew aside. He pointed to him- 
self. ‘Luki,’ he said. 

Gravely the pilot pointed to himself. ‘Ross,’ he said. The dirty, 
copper-coloured face beamed with pleasure. ‘Rogg,’ he repeated. 
Then they shook hands. 

The pilot said, ‘Do you speak any English, Luki?’ 

The man thought for a moment, and said something. Ross shook 
his head. 

Alix leaned from the window of the machine. ‘I think that’s 
Danish, Mr Ross.’ The crowd stared at her; there was a busy chatter- 
ing from the women. 

The pilot turned to the machine. ‘It’s quite all right for you to 
come down now, sir—and you too, Miss Alix. If he speaks Danish 
we're in luck.’ 

He helped the don down from the float on to the shore, and then 
the girl. She had taken off her flying suit, and was wearing the white 
overall. ‘Look, Miss Alix,’ he said. ‘They’ll want to know about your 
clothes — the women will. Be decent to them, but don’t let them maul 
you about. Give them a slap if they get too inquisitive. They under- 
stand that.’ 
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‘All right. Don’t get too far away from me, Mr Ross.’ 

They turned and faced the chief. The girl said, ‘Taler De Dansk - — 
eller Engelsk?’ 

The man answered with a few single, isolated words. Alix turned 
to Ross. 

‘It might be Danish,’ she said hesitantly. ‘I don’t know that it’s 
going to get us very far.’ 

‘Never mind. Can you ask him if the tide is going out or coming 
in?’ 
This was important, with the seaplane on the beach. From the 
look of the shore it seemed to be about half-tide. Alix looked very 
doubtful, thought for a time, and spoke a sentence laboriously to the 
chief. It had no effect at all. 

The pilot smiled. ‘Never mind. I believe I can get it through to 
him with signs. Hey, Luki!’ He led the man downsto the water, and 
went through a pantomime. The Lockwoods watched his gestures, 
quick and expert. The copper-coloured face brightened with intelli- 
gence, a few more gestures, and the pilot stood erect. 

‘Going out,’ he said. ‘She’s all right where she is. It’s nice soft 
sand for her to rest on.’ 

Indeed, the sea had already receded a little since they landed. 
Ross got up on to the float and locked the cabin door; then he came 
back to the little crowd upon the beach. ‘Luki,’ he said. 

He pointed to the sun and traced its passage down to the horizon, 
made gestures of sleeping and gestures of awakening. Then he 
pointed to the seaplane, and up into the sky. The man smiled and 
nodded, and said, ‘Sove her inat.’ 

Alix said quickly, ‘That’s Danish all right, Mr Ross. He said, 
“Sleep here to-night.” ’ She repeated the Danish words to him; the 
man nodded emphatically and said them again, beaming with 
pleasure. 

Ross went back to the machine, and fetched a light coil of rope 
to moor her with when the tide rose again. Returning, he saw the 
girl surrounded by a crowd of women. They were fingering her 
white overall, touching her hair, examining her fur-lined flying 
boots. Then they discovered the zip fastener upon her chest. A 
dirty hand gave it a little downwards tug; there was a squeal of 
delight. 

Ross said sharply, ‘Luki!’, pointed to the girl, and frowned. The 
man said something and the women drew back, still staring avidly. 
Alix laughed breathlessly. ‘I don’t mind a bit, Mr Ross, but let them 
look one at a time.’ 
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‘Ask him which one is his wife.’ 

The girl spoke to the chief in Danish, and a brawny copper- 
coloured matron came forward shyly. She wore a chequered jumper 
of rough cloth, a dirty cloth skirt, and sealskin boots; her hair was 
piled up curiously upon her head in a great ornamental curl. Ross 
_ said, ‘Be nice to her, Miss Alix. Then she'll keep the rest of them 

away.’ 

‘All right.’ The girl patted the woman’s arm, and they began ex- 
amining each other’s clothes. 

Luki smiled broadly and said something interrogative. Ross turned 
to Alix. ‘I didn’t get that one,’ 

She. said, a little shortly, ‘Nor did I.’ 

Luki repeated his question. Alix hesitated, and then shook her 
head. 

Her father asked, ‘What was that?’ 

She forced a laugh. ‘He was asking if I was married to Mr Ross.” 

The pilot said, ‘Of course he would ask that.’ He turned to the man 
and smiled. ‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. 

Luki did not seem to think this very satisfactory, and was inclined 
to pursue the subject, but abandoned it after a time. Instead, he led 
them into the house, crawling through the narrow stone tunnel 
which served as a door. 

Inside the hut, the smell hit them like a blow in the face, a mixed 
smell of rotten meat, urine, dogs and babies. For a moment or two it 
was nauseating; Alix drew back in disgust. Ross touched her arm. 

‘Tt’s pretty foul,’ he said quietly. ‘Stick it out if you can. These 

_ people are very sensitive, and I don’t want to seem rude.’ 

She stuck it out, and after a time ceased to notice the odour. The 
house was quite a long building, of one single room. Half a dozen 
posts standing in the middle of the floor supported the roof; from 
these posts hide-thongs were stretched to the walls and hung with 
garments, making the place crowded and untidy and providing a 
small measure of privacy for the different families of the community. 
The floor was divided by a raised platform two feet high that ran 
for the whole length of the house. This was the sleeping bench, and 
on it the entire life of the community was carried on. The lower 
portion of the floor was used for dogs, cutting up meat, and repairing 
the hunting gear and sledges. Upon the edge of the sleeping bench 
two or three soapstone blubber-oil lamps burned with a wide, low 
flame under blackened cooking-pots. There was soot everywhere. 

The natives thronged into the hut after them, and overwhelmed 

‘them with attentions. Their flying suits and boots were removed 
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and placed carefully together on Luki’s portion of the sleeping © 
bench. Then an unappetizing plateful of boiled meat and liver was 
brought to them. 

Ross said quietly, ‘We'd better make a show of this. Eat what you 
can.’ He made Luki sit down with them to eat; Alix tried to induce 
the wife to eat with them, without success. 

‘She won’t eat with her man,’ the pilot said. ‘She'll have hers 
afterwards. You see.’ There were no implements; eating was with 
the fingers. 

Lockwood said presently, ‘It’s delicious meat, anyway — whatever 
it looks like. What do you think it is?’ 

The pilot said, ‘I should think it’s seal, sir. I’ve never had it before, 

but I guess that’s what it is.’ 

Alix got out her Danish dictionary, looked in it, and spoke a 
word interrogatively. Luki beamed and nodded. “That’s it,’ she said. 

After a little time they could eat no more. They lay back against 
the furs and sleeping-bags, conducting a desultory conversation with 
Luki with the aid of the Danish dictionary. It was not easy. Most of 
the words they found were unknown to him; he only knew a few 
of the most common Danish words. Presently Lockwood said: 

‘I’ve been looking round to see if we could do anything for them 
in the medical way. We've got the first-aid box. But I can’t see much 
wrong with them.’ 

Alix said, ‘They could all do with a wash. Apart from that, they 
look very healthy, all the lot of them. Especially the children.’ 

Ross nodded. “They’re very healthy people. I tell you what they 
will like, though. We’ve got the emergency rations. We can give 
them some of those to-night — the coffee and the oatmeal. They'll 
like that.’ 

They got up and went outside; the air seemed fresh and clean after 
the stench inside the house. The seaplane was high and dry upon 
the beach. Ross got some pieces of driftwood and put them under 
the floats; then he carefully instructed half a dozen men where they 
were to heave, and the machine was pulled up above high-water 
mark. He passed lashings from the pegging-down points on the. 
wings to boulders on the ground, securing the seaplane as well as 
possible against a gale. 

Finally, he was satisfied. There were banks of fog to seaward; it 
did not look like wind. He unlocked the cabin door and got up into 
the machine with Alix, and passed down their sleeping-bags. They 
left all their luggage in the cabin; they did not want to show too 
many possessions in the communal atmosphere of the house. 
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‘We've got little enough as it is,’ said Alix. ‘I’d hate to have to 
_ give away my only change of clothes.’ 

They opened the emergency ration box in the cabin with the 
door shut, screened from the natives’ gaze. 

‘I think we'll give them about a third of this stuff,’ said Ross. ‘We 
must keep some in hand in case we land again between here and - 
Julianehaab.’ 

‘I suppose it’s not much good giving them money,’ said the girl. 

Ross shook his head. ‘They’ll like this better.’ 

They separated out a quantity of Bovril, pemmican, margarine, 
biscuits, oatmeal, sugar, cocoa powder and chocolate, and got out 
of the machine with these in their arms. They gave them to Luki 
while the others crowded round; he accepted with delight. Imme- 
diately he divided the chocolate into equal portions, one for each 
family; within five minutes it was gone. He carried the rest of the 
food into the house and put it in a corner covered over with his fur 
sleeping-bag. 

They spent the rest of the day examining the life of these people. 
There was no agriculture at all, nor any attempt to grow anything 
in that barren soil. There were a good number of sledge-dogs running 
loose, scavenging from the decaying seal carcasses on the beach; 
there were no other animals at all, no poultry. The whole life of 
the community seemed to be centred round the seal-hunting. They 
seemed to have no other food but seal, though from the bones and 
feathers it appeared that they would eat gulls and other seabirds on 
occasion. But the seal was obviously their mainstay. Seals provided 
their food, a good part of their clothing, their sleeping-bags, the 
covering of their kayaks and their women’s boats, the bone tips to 
their harpoons, their fuel, and their light. 

Two or three of the young men got into their kayaks and gave a 
pantomime display of seal-hunting, sheltering behind a small white 
sail erected on the bow of the kayak to hide the man and simulate 
an iceberg. Presently they began to roll the kayaks, till one of them 
stuck upside down and had to be helped up by the others, This was 
a great joke to them; they came on shore convulsed with laughter, 
shaking the water from their hooded sealskin jumpers. 

In the evening Ross walked with the Lockwoods a little way up 
a barren hill behind the house. Inland the white snow of the ice-cap 
rose to a level skyline penetrated here and there by peaks of rock; 
to the seaward the rocky black, indented coast was lost in mist. Ross 
said, ‘It’s coming on much thicker now. I expect it will clear again 
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The don nodded. ‘It was rather like this yesterday, at Angmagsalik.’ 

The sun dropped behind the ice-cap to the north-west; in the half- 
light of the night it quickly became very cold. They went down to 
the settlement and went into the house, stifled by the atmosphere at 
first. Lockwood said, ‘It’s going to be difficult to sleep in this.’ 

The girl said, ‘It’s simply terrible. I suppose there isn’t anything 
else that we can do?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘I’m afraid it’s got to be,’ he said. ‘The 
only other thing would be to sit up in the machine, and that would 
be frightfully cold.’ » 

‘I know,’ said Lockwood. ‘It froze hard at Angmagsalik.’ 

Alix said, ‘I suppose we'll get accustomed to it ina minute. . / 

They settled down upon the sleeping bench with Luki. His wife 
and several other women were preparing a communal stew of their 
oatmeal, margarine and pemmican, all in a large pot. It was soon 
evident that all foodstuffs were shared equally in this community. 
Luki was chief, but it was quite beyond his philosophy that he 
should keep food to himself. Even-the cocoa powder was put out 
in mathematically equal portions, poured into each grubby palm, 
and sucked off it. The donors of the feast were included; Alix turned 
to Ross with cocoa smeared across her face. 

‘I haven’t done this since I was ten years old,’ she said. 

Presently the stew was ready, and was attacked with a variety of 
tin mugs, plates and bowls. Finally the biscuit and the sugar was 
distributed in microscopically equal portions. Half an hour later 
the tribe were laying out their sleeping-bags, undressing with a com- 
plete absence of false modesty, and getting into them. 

Luki showed them where to put their bags. The pilot said to the 
don, ‘Miss Lockwood had better go between us, sir. I think they’re 
all right, but that might be the best way.’ 

Alix said decidedly, ‘I’m quite sure it would.’ 

He helped her to lay out her sleeping-bag. ‘You'd better take your 
things off inside it,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid they’re bound to take a cer- 
tain amount of interest in you.’ 

She smiled at him. ‘I can manage all right, thanks,’ she said. 
‘Besides, I really am quite decent underneath.’ 

Lockwood and Ross slipped off their outer clothes and got into 
their sleeping-bags. Alix took off her shoes and got into the bag, 
struggled and heaved inside it for a time, and threw out her white 
overall and jersey. Then they settled down to sleep. 

Sleep was not easy. The atmosphere, though they had ceased to 
notice it particularly, was heavy and oppressive. The Eskimos 
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_ twitched and whimpered in their sleep in chorus with the dogs upon 
__ the lower part of the floor; it was rather hot. Ross lay awake, con- 
sidering their position. It was not so bad. There was every indication 
that the next day would be like the last, with clear weather in the 
morning and fog in the afternoon. They had about two hundred and 
fifty miles to go to get to Julianehaab. If they got off soon after 
_ dawn they could be in the air with several hours of clear weather 
ahead of them. Julianehaab wireless station came on watch at seven 
o'clock; if they started then they could make contact on the radio 
before they left the neighbourhood of the settlement, and get the 
weather report. It was about two and a half hours’ flight. He had set 
his alarm clock for half past five. With any luck they should be 
there by ten. 

Presently he dozed, turned over restlessly, and dozed again. He 
could not get to sleep properly. 

Soon after midnight there was a dog-fight on the lower portion of 
the floor. Luki roused and threw a tin mug at the fighters; it bounced 
and rattled on the rough stone floor, and the dogs settled down again. 
Ross turned restlessly around. 

Beside him Alix said quietly, ‘Are you awake, Mr Ross?’ 

He turned towards her. ‘I’ve been awake most of the time. Can’t 
you sleep?’ 

‘No. It’s so hot.’ 

He leaned up on one elbow. ‘Look, you’ve got your bag all but- 
toned up. Undo that top part, and turn it back.’ 

She sat up, and leaned forward to undo the flap. She was wearing 
a light vest; in the half-light he saw her slim white arms, her bare 
shoulders, the firm lines of her breast. He thought that he had not 
seen anything more beautiful. 

She threw back the heavy outer cover of the bag. “That’s ever so 
much better.’ She looked at her father and turned back to Ross. 
‘Daddy slept all through that.’ 

‘I wish I could,’ he said. He was careful not to look at her too 
hard; he did not want to make an awkwardness. 

‘Haven’t you been to sleep at all?’ 

‘Just in bits and snatches. I’ve a good mind to take one of my 
tablets.’ 

‘What are those?’ 

‘Some stuff I got in Reykjavik because I couldn’t sleep. They’re 
very good.’ 

‘Let me see.’ 

He reached over to his clothes and got the bottle; she stretched 
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out a bare arm, and he handed it to her. She could read the label in 
the dim light. ‘Are they good?’ she asked. 

‘Rather. They make you sleep like fun. Would you like to have 
one?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think J will. It doesn’t matter if I feel 
a bit washed out in the morning. But you'd better take one, Mr Ross.’ 

‘T think I will’ 

She watched him while he took it, slightly uneasy, although she 
had just recommended him to do so. ‘That's better,’ he said cheer- 
fully. ‘Now for a real sleep.’ 

She slipped down on to her pillow, and said, ‘Good night. Thanks 
ever so much for showing me about the bag.’ 

He turned on to his side. ‘Good night, Miss Alix.’ 

‘Good night.’ 

She lay and watched him till his even breathing told her that he 
was asleep. Then she, too, slept. 


CHAPTERTSIX 


Ross slept very heavily. He did not wake with the first stirring of 
the tribe; he did not wake when the girl by his side wriggled from 
her sleeping-bag and put on her overall, nor when she roused her 
father. It was not until the alarm clock went off in his ear that he 
stirred and rolled over, rubbed his eyes, and sat erect. 

The whole tribe was awake. Beside him Alix was fully dressed 
and putting on her flying boots. She smiled at him. ‘How did you 
sleep?’ 

He did not answer for a moment. Then he said, ‘I had an awful 
lot of dreams.’ 

‘About aeroplanes?’ 

He shook his head. ‘I was running somewhere . . . over a sort 
of moor. Miles and miles of it. . ’ 

She laughed. ‘I’m not surprised you dreamed in a stuffy place like 
this. Running to get away from it, I should think.’ 

The pilot got up and put his clothes on. He went out with the 
Lockwoods into the clean, cold air outside; they drew deep, satisfy- 
ing breaths. Lockwood said thoughtfully, ‘Well, it’s been an expe- 
rience. But I hope we don’t have to have another night of it.’ 

Ross said, ‘I think we'll get away to-day, all right. It’s good enough 
to make a start, anyway.’ 
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They went to the water’s edge and sluiced their faces in the ice- 
_ cold sea. Refreshed, they went back into the house. Luki pressed a 
_ plate of cold boiled seal meat on them by way of breakfast; they ate 
what they could of it. Then they carried their sleeping-bags down 
to the seaplane. 

They had little else that they could give the tribe. They would 
have liked to have left clothes behind, since that was evidently what 
was needed most, but they did not dare to part with any of their 
wardrobe. They gave Luki two more tins of pemmican and some 
more oatmeal and cocoa. Then, with the help of the tribe, they 
launched the seaplane down the driftwood rollers laid upon the 
beach, and turned her round in the shallows till the nose pointed out 
to sea. 

They shook hands all round and got into the cabin. Lockwood and 
Ross started up the engine; the'pilot slipped into his seat. He waved » 
to the Eskimos to let go, opened the throttle a little, and the machine ~ 
moved from the shore. 

They found a lane for the take-off without much difficulty; by 
seven o’clock they were in the air. Ross reeled out his aerial and got 
in touch at once with Julianehaab. The report was that there was 
clear weather there, likely to continue for some hours. They circled 
and swept low before the Eskimos, then rose to three thousand feet 
and followed the black jagged coastline to the south. 

The flight gave them little difficulty. They followed the coast 
southwards for an hour and a half. Then, homing upon the occa- 
sional transmission of the wireless station, they struck inland a 
little over the lower end of the ice-cap. Very soon they could see 
the sea upon the far side of the land; by half past nine they had 
- identified Julianehaab and were circling above it. 

It was a much bigger place than Angmagsalik, covering about fifty 
acres with scattered red-and-white wooden houses. There were roads 
between the houses, and a little white bridge across the stream. They 
saw their red buoy lying on the water of the harbour as they flew 
around; finally they landed near the harbour mouth. They taxied in 
towards the buoy; Alix got down on to the float, and they hooked 
on without difficulty. Ross cut the switches and the engine came to 
rest; Alix got back into the cabin and dried her feet. 

Ross turned to Lockwood. ‘Well, we’ve got here, anyway,’ he 
said. ‘That’s the first part of the job done.’ 

The don nodded. ‘You’ve done very well, Mr Ross,’ he said quietly. 
‘It’s only July the eighteenth, now.’ 

The pilot rested his hands upon the wheel, relaxed. ‘I know,’ he 


335 


said. ‘We've got time to spare. But that’s because we've had such 
good luck with the weather — we haven’t had to use the allowance 
that I had in hand. We might have been held up for days at Angmag- 
salik.’ He paused. ‘I hope I haven’t rushed you along too quickly, 
Sirs 

Lockwood shook his head. ‘The more time we have here the better, 

from my point of view. But I feel that it has been a great strain upon 
ou.’ 

: ‘Oh, I’m all right. Besides, now we shall be linking up with Jameson 

and he’ll take a lot of the work off my shoulders.’ 

A boat approached them from the shore. It was rowed by two 
Eskimos, but very different Eskimos from the east coast tribe with 
whom they had slept. These men were taller and had longer, more 
European faces; moreover, both of them spoke English fairly 
well. % 

They drew up alongside the float. After the first greetings Ross 
said: ; 

‘Is there another Englishman here waiting for us? A man called 
Jameson? He should have come here on the boat two or three days 
ago,’ 

The men consulted together in their own language. Then one of 
them said, ‘He is not here. He has gone on in the ship to Godthaab.’ 

‘But that’s impossible!’ 

Lockwood said, ‘They must be talking about someone else.’ 

The native said, ‘No, your man. He cannot walk. His leg is hurt. 
The boat returns in three days; then you will see.’ 

Half an hour later, in the governor’s house, they had the whole 
story. Jameson had broken his thigh. It had happened about a week 
before, in a rough sea; he had been thrown heavily against a hatch 
and had fallen awkwardly. The leg had been stretched and set in his 
bunk, and there he was. The governor had refused point-blank to 
allow him to be landed. 

‘It is not suitable here to nurse an injured man,’ he said. ‘If I give 
permisison that he land, he stays in my hospital two months, and 
then remains here all the winter. That I will not allow. The hospital 
is for Greenlanders. He is well cared for and comfortable on board 
ship, and they will take him back to Copenhagen.’ 

Nothing that they could say would shake him from that decision; 
indeed, they did not try very hard. There was good sense in what he 
said. Jameson with a broken thigh would be no use to them as a 
photographer or as an engineer; they could not take him into camp 
at Brattalid in that condition. 
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Ross turned aside and spoke to Lockwood. ‘We'll just have to get 
on without him, sir.’ 

‘Is that possible?’ 

‘Lord, yes.’ 

The don glanced at him keenly. ‘I’m afraid I know very little 
about photography, and nothing at all about air survey work.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Well, we’ve got to learn. The only other thing to 
do would be for me to fly back to England and get another photo- 
grapher.’ 

Lockwood hesitated, the memory of their own flight fresh in his 
mind. ‘That sounds like a tremendous undertaking.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘I don’t know that I fancy it myself. We might get 
held up by the weather, or we might get into trouble with the ice.’ 

_He eyed the don seriously. ‘I’m not so keen on going back to Angmag- 
salik, sir. We got away with it all right this time, but I don’t say 
that we'd be so lucky again. And if we were to have an accident with 
the machine up there, this expedition will be over —for this year, 
at any rate. We'd never get repairs done in time to go on this 
summer.’ 

Alix said, ‘Apart from the actual work of doing it, is there any- 
thing in the photography that we can’t learn?’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘No. I’ve done plenty of survey flying in my 
time. I’ve never done the photography, but I know what the camera 
looks like, and I know more or less how it works.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘You mean we can tackle the job by ourselves?’ 

The pilot said cautiously. ‘I’d like to answer that this evening, sir.’ 

It seemed that Jameson had had some such idea in his mind. He 
had caused the whole of the expedition gear to be unloaded from 
the ship; it had been put into an empty two-roomed house. The 
governor suggested that they should rent this little wooden shack 
and make it their headquarters in Julianehaab; he could provide an 
Eskimo woman to cook for them, and look after it while they were 
away. Lockwood agreed to this arrangement on the spot. 

They left the governor, and went to look at their new dwelling. 
It was a simple wooden building built with double walls and win- 
dows; it was painted white with a roof of red wooden tiles. Inside 
it was divided into two unequal portions by a matchboarding parti- 
tion that ran most of the way across the hut; there was no door to 
cut off one room from the other. There was a cooking stove in the 
larger room, and a great pile of the photographic gear and camping 
kit that Ross had shipped from Copenhagen. 

Lockwood looked around. ‘I should think this will do.’ 
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Ross turned to the girl. ‘I’m afraid it’s a bit matey,’ he said. ‘You’d — 
better have this inside room, and I’ll rig up something for a curtain.’ 

She smiled. ‘I'll be all right.’ 

They decided to stay there till the ship returned in three days’ 
time, and spent the remainder of the morning settling in. Ross went 
out to the seaplane again, moored her more securely, and came > 
back with their luggage and their sleeping-bags. Lockwood spent the 
morning unpacking and sorting out their camping gear and food 
supplies. The Eskimo woman turned up and announced herself 
as Gertrud; she spoke a little Danish and one or two words of 
English. Alix made her light the stove, and set to work to organize 
a meal. 

They lunched on bully stew and biscuits. Then Ross opened the 
packing-case that contained the camera, and spent some time study- 
ing it and the mass of photographic gear. He was fortunate enough 
to find a little book of maintenance instructions with the camera; he 
settled down to read this carefully. By tea-time he was ready to 
report to Lockwood. 

‘The way I see it is like this, sir,’ he said. ‘There’s no doubt that 
we can take photographs of a sort. But they may not be very good 
ones. I’m not much worried about getting the strips lined up right. 
I’ve done that often enough before —I don’t think there’ll be many 
gaps when we come to make up the mosaic. I can teach Miss Lock- 
wood how to change the film chargers on the camera. We can do 
the actual photography all right, I think.’ 

‘I see. But the quality may be rather poor?’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘There’s that risk. I don’t say that they’ll neces- 
sarily be bad, because we shall all do our level best to make them 
good. But frankly, sir, I know very little about the exposures and 
the apertures to give. Then there’s the developing — we must do a 
percentage of check developments to see that we aren’t wasting all 
our time and film. I don’t know a thing about that. Jameson can tell 
us a good bit when he comes through on his way home. It’s just a 
question if he can tell us enough.’ 

Alix said doubtfully, ‘I used to develop my own Kodak films, in 
the holidays.’ 

Ross said, ‘So did I. But this is a bit different to that.’ 

The girl stared at the mass of equipment. ‘I don’t see why we 
shouldn’t have a go at it,’ she said. ‘After all, it can’t be so very 
different. Mr Jameson ought to be able to tell us about the develop- 
ing. And as for the exposures, we'll just have to learn how much to 
give. There seems to be plenty of film.’ 
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_ The pilot looked at the heaped piles of aluminium canisters. ‘There 
_ surely is. I should think he’s brought three times what was needed.’ 

“Well, that’s a good thing in itself,’ said Lockwood. 

The pilot sat for a few minutes, deep in thought. ‘Jameson will be 
back in three days’ time,’ he said. ‘If we’re going to have a crack 

_ at this I’d like to make a flight to-morrow. I'd like to take a trial set 
_ of photographs with different exposures and apertures, and get 
them developed before the ship arrives.’ 

The don said, ‘Why not wait till he comes?’ 

‘The ship only stays for a few hours. I think we'd better have a 
trial first to find out the difficulties. Then he can tell us where we’ve 
gone wrong. We don’t want to find our difficulties when he’s gone 
for good.’ 

Lockwood nodded. ‘That’s good sense. Would you like to get the 

_ camera on board and do a flight to-morrow?’ 

‘I think so. We can make a flight out over Brattalid, and perhaps 
pick out a decent site to camp.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Six o’clock. 
If we're going to do that, I’d better get the machine fuelled up this 
evening.” | 

Alix said, ‘Can’t that wait till the morning?’ 

The pilot got to his feet. ‘I think I’d better get on with it to-night. 
To-morrow morning we’ll have all that we can do to get the camera 
rigged up and make the flight before the fog comes down. We don’t 
seem to be able to count on flying after noon, these days.’ 

‘lll come along and help.’ 

He smiled at her. ‘Don’t do that. You stay and get the place cleared 
up and make up beds of some kind for us. I’ll get a couple of the 
Eskimos to help. I may be a couple of hours.’ 

‘All right. I’ll have something hot for you when you get back.’ 

He went out to find the boatman, and to locate the petrol store. 
In the hut the girl turned to her father. ‘He won’t rest,’ she said. 

Lockwood frowned. ‘I don’t think he’s looking very well. It’s bad 
luck about this fellow Jameson.’ 

The girl stood at the window, staring at the figure of the pilot 
going down the hill. ‘The work all falls upon his shoulders,’ she said 
quietly. ‘There’s so very little we can do to help.’ 

Her father said, ‘We're definitely ahead of time. Do you think | 
ought to make him take a rest? Do nothing for the next three days?’ 

She rubbed her finger on the window-sill. ‘It’s so difficult, because 
he’s always right. It’s obviously sensible to have this try-out of the 
photographic stuff, Daddy, before the ship arrives.’ 

- The don nodded. ‘There’s the weather too. I think he’d take it 
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badly if we tried to make him rest while the good weather runs to 
waste.’ 

‘’m quite sure he would.’ 

In the end they decided to do nothing. 

Ross went and found the Danish trading manager, and opened up 
the petrol store. It was three hundred yards from the jetty; he got 
a couple of Eskimos to help and carried a hundred and twenty gallons 
of petrol in two-gallon cans down to the boat. They rowed out to 
the seaplane and began to put it into the big tank. 

It was nine o’clock when he got back to the hut, tired, sick and 
dizzy with the petrol fumes. Alix had hot soup waiting for him; 
while he was eating that in the dim light of a paraffin lamp she 
cooked him bacon and eggs, with fried potatoes and coffee. Presently 
he leaned back and lit a cigarette, rested and refreshed. 

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I got her filled up. To-morrow we'll get up early 
and take the camera on board, and fix that up. Who's going to work 
it?’ ; 

He explained. ‘It goes in the cabin, at the aft end: There’s a round 
patch in the floor that comes away, and it goes vertically over that, 
with the lens looking out downwards. It’s semi-automatic, but it 
needs attention all the time. Would you do that, sir — or Miss Alix?’ 

The girl said, ‘I’d better do that, Mr. Ross. Daddy wants all the 
time that he can get upon the ground at Brattalid.’ 

Ross nodded. “That suits me all right.’ He turned to the girl. ‘Look, 
we'll just wash up these dishes. Then I'll run over the camera with 
you, and show you what you'll have to do.’ 

Half an hour later he settled down with Alix and the camera, 
and began to explain the rather complicated mechanism to her. 
He found that she had little mechanical aptitude. She was immensely 
willing to be taught, but she found it very difficult to grasp the 
principles involved. 

After half an hour she said despairingly, ‘I see why it has to make 
a record of the time and height and the serial number on the edge 
of each negative. But I can’t see what the spirit levels are for, Mr 
Ross.’ 

He went back and explained to her again the rectification for tilt. 
Then he glanced at his watch. ‘It’s nearly half past eleven. We'd 
better go to bed if we're going to be up early in the morning. I think 
you'll manage it all right now.’ 

She looked very doubtful. ‘I hope so.’ 

Lockwood asked, ‘What time do you want to start, Mr Ross?’ 

‘I want to get off the water by nine at the latest, so that we can 
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fly the seventy miles or so to this place Brattalid and start photo- 
graphy by ten. I want to be back here by twelve, on account of the 
pios.’ 

“What time ought we to get up?’ 

The pilot said, ‘There’s no reason for you to get up early, sir. | 

told the boatman to meet me down at the slip at six o'clock. That 
gives me about two hours to get the camera installed before break- 
fast. Let’s have breakfast at eight o'clock, sharp.’ 

Alix said, ‘I'd like to come with you and see you fit the camera, 
Mr Ross. I don’t feel that I know it properly yet.’ 

__ He smiled. ‘I’m setting the alarm for half past five. If we get up 
then we'll have heaps of time.’ 

The girl made a few arrangements with her father about break- 
fast; then they went to bed. She had made her own bed behind the 
matchboarding partition, where she had some privacy in spite of 
the absence of a door. The men slept in the living-room, at the far 
end. 

Ross did not sleep very well that night. He had taken his sleeping 
tablets for four nights in succession; he thought that it was likely 
that he would have to take a lot of them in camp. The day that was 
now over had been quite an easy one; the next day would not be 
very strenuous. He felt that he could sleep without a tablet; after 
all, he was quite tired. 

But he did not sleep. His restless active mind kept running over 
the new problems that were thrust upon him by the removal of 
Jameson. They would camp with a couple of Eskimos with them to 
do the heavy work, but the responsibility for the smooth running 
of the camp would fall on him; Lockwood had no experience of 
camping in the North. Clearly, he would have to adjust his work to 
the bare minimum of effort in order to get through what he would 
have to do. He would have to run the. camp, do the flying, do the 
refuelling, maintain the engine and the airframe, superintend the 
photography, do most of the test developing, and stand watch over 
the machine in case of trouble. It was the last aspect of his duties that 
worried him most. They would have to take an anchor with them 
to Brattalid to make a mooring; the Eskimos could bring that with 
them in a motor boat. But what would happen if the wind got up, 
and the seaplane began to drag its anchor? 

He tossed restlessly from side to side. If only he had someone 
with him who knew seaplanes, who knew when trouble was likely 
to arise; someone who could keep a watch on the machine for him 
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In any case, they would be too shorthanded to cope with the 
machine if it began to drag its anchor. That must not happen. They 
must get it off the mooring and bring it up on shore if the wind were 
likely to get up. 

It might be better not to have a mooring at all. The other way 
would be to pick a sheltered, sandy little cove and beach the sea- 
plane after every flight. If she were half-way up the beach on a 
receding tide she would be safe on shore for six hours while the — 
tide went out and rose again, and he could sleep with a quiet mind. 
He had operated like that once or twice before when he had been 
shorthanded, and it had worked all right. True, it meant that you 
never got more than a few hours’ sleep at a time, and that time 
came at odd periods of the day. But the seaplane was quite safe — 
like that, and you could sleep in peace. That was the main thing, 
after all. ? 

He lay revolving all these matters in his tired mind, while the 
others slept quietly. After a time he fell into a doze, and slept for 
about three hours till the alarm clock woke him. 

He called to Alix as he got up; she joined him in a few minutes. 
Lockwood was awake; he lay in his bag and watched them as they 
went out, carrying the camera in its wooden case between them. 
When they were gone he dozed again in his sleeping-bag. He was 
fit and well, but for the last day or two he had begun to realize that 
he was nearly sixty years of age.The hard pace of the expedition was 
telling on him, as it was upon them all. 

Ross and Alix found the boatman, went out to the seaplane, and 
unpacked the camera in the cabin. They fitted it into the emplace- 
ment that had been prepared for it, and spent some. time adjusting 
it and making the connections to the power supply in the machine. 
Then Ross settled down upon the floor with Alix to coach her in 
the job she had to do in the air. They went at it quietly and patiently; 
at the end of an hour it seemed to the pilot that she knew her duties 
perfectly. 

‘It’s really not so very difficult,’ she said in the end. ‘I think I’m 
beginning to see what it’s all about.’ 

_ He nodded. “We'll see how it pans out to-day. I think you’ve got 
it, now.’ 

They went back to the house for breakfast. The pilot did not eat 
much; he was feeling tired and stale. He drank a cup of coffee and 
smoked several cigarettes; then they went down to the machine 
again. Shortly afterwards they took off for Brattalid. 

In contrast to the east coast, the sea here was practically free 
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_ from ice. They flew for a short time towards the north; the coast 
consisted of a succession of long fiords running deep into the 
_land between considerable hills. There was not a great deal of flat 
country. Between the fiords the hills were covered with short 
_ pasture grass and a low scrub; there were no trees of any size. 
From the air it seemed to be a barren, desolate expanse of country, 
habitable, perhaps, for a short time in summer, but not, in fact, 
inhabited. . 
Lockwood was studying his map, culled from the pages of an 
_ archeological review. ‘This must be it,’ he said. ‘Fly up that fiord 
there.’ He pointed to the east. 
_ They were cruising at about two thousand feet. Ross leaned 
across, and looked at the map. “That’s it,’ he said. ‘Tunug-something.’ 

The don said, “Tunugdliarfik is the name of the fiord. The moun- 
tain over there — the big one — must be Igdlerfigsalik.’ 

The fiord was about twenty miles long. It ran north-eastwards 
into the land; at places it was two or three miles wide. They flew on 
up it at two thousand feet; near the end it split in two by the moun- 
tain of Igdlerfigsalik towering above them, apparently a good six 
thousand feet in altitude. On Lockwood’s instructions they took 
the fork that trended to the north. A couple of miles further on he 
said: 

‘This is it. Brattalid was on the west shore, here.’ 

The pilot put the seaplane into a wide turn. The place the don 
had indicated was a neck of land between two fiords, fairly flat, 
but rocky, barren ground. They stared down at it, circling around. 
It was clear that there had been some habitation there in the far 
past; the ground was seamed with lines and little rectangles that 
must once have been stone houses. “That’s it, all right,’ said Lock- 
wood. 

They circled round that district for a quarter of an hour. On the 
other side of the neck of land, in Sermilik Fiord, the pilot saw two 
little coves, either of which might do for sheltering the seaplane. 
Both were about two miles from the centre of the Brattalid site. 
They were so far up the fiord that there could be no swell, and one 
of them at any rate had a sandy beach. Ross explained what he 
wanted to Lockwood and showed him the coves. ‘I don’t want to 
land to-day,’ he said, ‘I’d rather wait till we get a party out here 
with a boat. But I’d like to go and have a look at them.’ 

They swept low over the site, and circled round the little coves 
at about two hundred feet. The one with the sandy beach had a 

’ stream running down into it. ‘That one would do us fine,’ the pilot 
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said. ‘We can make our camp there by the stream and get the sea- 
plane up on shore any time we like.’ 

They went up to five thousand feet and began the photography. 
Ross had arranged with Alix to take a trial strip of the coast, vary- 
ing the shutter speeds and apertures according to a programme 
which he had written down for her upon a pad. She got out of her 
seat and crouched down beside the camera, troubled and apprehen- 
sive. She took the shield from the cabin floor, exposing the lens; a 
strong draught whistled up around her. The clamour of the engine 
and the cold rush of air confused her mind; she could remember 
very little of what she had known perfectly that morning. 

Ross turned in his seat and shouted back at her, ‘I’m just coming 
on the line now. Are you all ready?’ 

She was not, but she nodded her head. 

‘O.K. Start her up now.’ a 

She switched on the current to the camera and hoped for the 
best. The pilot flew a steady course, his eyes sighting a corner of 
the windscreen on a far mountain peak. He could not turn his head 
without spoiling his line, but he said to Lockwood, ‘How is she 
getting on?’ 

The don screwed round in his seat and shouted to the girl, ‘All 
right?’ 

She looked up unhappily. ‘Yes . . . no. It isn’t working properly. 
The film doesn’t seem to be going on.’ 

Lockwood repeated this to Ross. The pilot turned in his seat, and 
saw her in distress. ‘I can’t make it work at all,’ she shouted. ‘The 
film won’t go—it’s stuck, or something.’ 

He could do nothing to help her while they were in the air; he 
could not leave his seat. He said, ‘All right. Switch it off, and put 
the cover back over the hole. We'll land now and have a look 
at it.’ 

He brought the machine low, circled once above the water of 
the fiord, and landed about a quarter of a mile from the shore. The 
machine pivoted round into the light wind and lay there rocking 
gently, with the engine ticking over. The pilot got out of his seat, 
went aft in the cabin, and bent over the camera with the girl. 

He smiled. ‘Look, you’ve got it set for manual working. This little 
catch wants to be over this way.’ 

She stared at it miserably. ‘I am a fool. Of course it ought to be.’ 

‘Cheer up. It’ll go all right next time. Let’s just run through your 
programme again.’ 

He went over the exposures and apertures with her, told her 
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exactly what she had to do, and settled her down comfortably 
beside the camera. Then he got back into his seat and took off. She 
removed the cover from the floor and waited till he had got to his 
altitude and till he shouted that he was coming on the line again. 
Then she went religiously through the exact motions of starting the 
camera. ; 

- She watched it apprehensively. The indicator of the exposures 
suddenly flicked to a fresh number. It seemed to be working; 
apparently it had taken a photograph. She was surprised. She con- 
sulted her pad hurriedly, and re-set the aperture. 

_ Ten minutes later she shouted to him, “That’s all, Mr Ross.’ 

He swung round. ‘All right. Switch it off, and put back the cover.’ 

She did so, and came forward to him. He asked her, ‘How did it 
go that time?’ 

‘I believe it was working all right. The numbers on the cyclometer 
thing kept changing.’ 

He nodded, ‘Good show. We'll nip along back home and get these 
developed.’ 

He turned to the don. ‘Is there anything else that you would like 
to do, sir, while we're here?’ 

Lockwood shook his head. 

An hour later they landed again at Julianehaab and picked up 
their mooring. The boatman came out to meet them. Ross carefully 
detached the film charger from the camera, and they all went 
ashore. ' 

Alix set to work to get the lunch ready. Gertrud, the Eskimo 
woman, produced a lump of beef which had been boiling on the 
stove most of the morning, and a loaf of home-made bread. The 
girl set to work to open tins of vegetables, Ross put the film charger 
carefully aside and turned to the developing materials. 

He puzzled over them all the time that he was eating his lunch. 
There were instructions on the various bottled powders that would 
have been comprehensible to a photographer; they were not com- 
prehensible to him. The meal finished, Alix came and leaned over 
his shoulder and read them with him. The chemical descriptions 
meant nothing to them at all. 

Alix said despondently, ‘When I used to do my Kodak ones there 
was a powder in a blue paper and one in a white paper, and it told 
you what to do with them.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘I remember those. The trouble is, we haven't got 
a book of words.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Does that mean we’re stuck?’ 
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The pilot shook his head slowly. ‘It’s not looking quite so good 
at the moment.’ i 
"He lit a cigarette, got up and walked to the window. A sea-gull — 
outside wheeled, and banked past the window with a sharp cry. — 
Ross started and turned back to the Lockwoods. ‘Is the governor a_ 
photographer ?’ 

The don stared at him. ‘I haven’t an idea.’ 

‘His house was full of photographs — enlargements, on the walls. 
Sea-gulls, and things like that. Don’t you remember?’ 

Alix said, ‘Of course there were. Like somebody who’s had a 
Leica given to them as a present.’ 

Ten minutes later they were with the governor. He beamed at 
them over his spectacles, a little puzzled. “Yes, I am enthusiast,’ he — 
said. ‘It is good in winter here, in the long night, to make enlarge- — 
ments. That is very interesting, I think. I will show you.’ 

They explained their predicament to him. ‘Come,’ he said, ‘we 
will go and see. This morning, I have come to see you because | 
wished you to show your big camera. I am much interested in the 
photographic apparatus. But already you had flown.’ 

They went back to the shack; on the way Ross explained to him 
what they had been doing. The chemicals presented no difficulty to 
him at all. ‘With this,’ he said, ‘the emulsion is developed, and with 
this made hard. With this it is fixed. This, and this, are for the 
printing.’ 

He glanced at them. ‘I will show you. In my house I can make a 
dark room — you understand?’ 

They left Lockwood to his own devices, and Alix went with Ross 
to the governor’s house. They spent the remainder of the afternoon 
in and out of his dark room. Finally the governor held up the 
developed strip of negative to the light, still dripping from the wash, 
thirty exposures each five inches square. It lay in a bucket in a great 
coil, fifteen feet in length; he passed it rapidly through ‘his hands. 
‘All have too much light,’ he said. ‘These are best, but still too much 
light.’ He showed them the last negatives. 

Ross showed him the list of apertures and exposures; they com- 
pared it with the strip of negative. 

‘With this light, as to-day, one hundredth second instead of 
seventy-fifth, and stop just a leetle smaller. That would be good.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘We'll fly again to-morrow and have another shot 
at it.’ 

They sent for Lockwood to join them, and the governor enter- 
tained them to coffee and cakes. Over the little meal they discussed 
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their plans for the camp in the sandy cove near Brattalid. 
__. The governor heard them to the end. ‘I will introduce you to two 
good men, natives,’ he said, ‘that you may engage for your camp. 
Each can speak Danish a little, and one of them, Ajago, has a good 
motor boat.’ 

Lockwood arranged to meet the governor in the morning to 

engage these men, while Ross and Alix did another photographic 
flight. Presently they thanked the governor for all his help, and went 
back to the shack. Refuelling the seaplane was not necessary; she 
had plenty in her for the next day’s flight. 

A feeling of utter weariness, almost of collapse, came over Ross 
when they got back to the hut. For the first time in weeks he had 
an evening free, with nothing on his mind to worry him and noth- 
ing urgent to be done. He went and sat on his bed and smoked a 
cigarette, held between fingers that trembled a little. With the relaxa- 
tion from the tension of his worries, fatigue came soaking out of 
him in great waves. 

Lockwood had gone out to pay a formal visit to the pastor. Alix 
busied herself with the Eskimo woman about the stove; after a time 
she noticed the pilot, sitting inert and listless on his bed. ‘Tired?’ she 
said. 

He did not hear her. He was far away, sunk in an abyss of fatigue 
and depression. She glanced at him again, then went and opened a 
bottle of whisky. She poured out a stiff peg, added a little water, 
and brought the tumbler over to him. 

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Drink this.’ 

He started and raised his eyes. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was just thinking. 
What's that?’ 

‘A whisky. Go on and drink it.’ 

He smiled. ‘I don’t want that, Miss Alix.’ 

‘Go on and drink it. It’ll do you good.’ 

‘All right.’ Obediently he took the glass from her. “But I’m quite 
all right. I’ll go to bed early to-night.’ 

She sat down with him on the edge of his bed. ‘How did you 
sleep ?’ 

‘Not so well. I was thinking about this photography. But I believe 
we've got that buttoned up now.’ 

‘Did you take one of your tablets?’ 

‘No. I don’t think it’s good to take those things every night.’ 

She nodded. She could not help agreeing with that. The fact 
remained, though, that she had never seen him look so utterly worn 

- out. ‘I should take one to-night, if I were you,’ she said gently. 
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‘Have a really good night. Then to-morrow we'll make time for 
some exercise.’ oi 
He glanced at her gratefully, tumbler in hand. ‘You've hit the 
right nail on the head,’ he said. ‘It’s getting no exercise that makes — 

it difficult upon a job like this. What I want is a ten-mile walk.’ 

She nodded. ‘We’ll do that to-morrow afternoon.’ 

‘There’ll be that film to be developed.’ 

‘We can do that any time. It’s more important to keep fit.’ 

He raised his eyes to hers. ‘We could walk up towards the head 
of the fiord. It looked rather pretty up there, I thought.’ 

‘I'd love to do that, Mr Ross.’ 

The whisky and the little talk had killed his fatigue; he got up 
and helped her with the meal. Lockwood came back and they sat 
down to supper; as they ate they talked about the survey. After- 
wards they got out the only map they had, spread it out upon the 
table, and continued the discussion. Presently the pilot straightened 
up. 
‘All right, sir,’ he said. ‘We'll do the big one first. Forty miles long 
and fifteen miles wide, with each photograph as nearly half a mile 
square as we can manage.’ He considered for a minute or two, and 
did a calculation with a stub of pencil. “With wasted time, that 
might be about twenty hours’ flying. Say six days’ work.’ 

The don nodded. ‘After that, if we’ve got time, we'll do the other 
one.’ 

Ross said, ‘There’s not much in that one. Say another two days. 
If this weather holds, we'll do that on our heads.’ 

They went to bed soon after supper. Ross took one of his tablets, 
and slept almost at once. He slept till about six o’clock in the morn- 
ing, a restless and uneasy sleep. He woke up suddenly, in a great 
fright. It seemed to him that he had dreamed of something terrible, 
disastrous; he could not think of what. He was rather cold about 
the hands and feet, but the black hair upon his lean, tanned fore- 
head was all damp with sweat. He lay awake until the others woke, 
gradually growing calmer, thinking with pleasure of the walk that 
they were going to take that afternoon. « 

He planned to take off at nine o’clock and to do his photography 
above Brattalid, as before. It would have been possible to make a 
local flight to try out the photography, but he preferred to fly to 
Brattalid to do it. That was what they had come to photograph, and 
it was always possible that the trial photographs he took would 
serve to fill a gap in the mosaic if he should leave one out by mistake. 

Shortly before they were ready to leave the hut, the governor 
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came to the door. He had with him the trading manager and the 


_ doctor and the pastor, a great part of the Danish population of 


Julianehaab. Lockwood greeted them warmly. 
‘We have come,’ said the governor, ‘to see the flying start. That 


_ is very interesting, I think.’ 


They all walked together to the shore, and went out to the sea- 


_ plane in the motor boat. Ross led the way into the cabin; the visitors 


crowded in after him, and he showed them the camera, the instru- 
ments, and the controls. For half an hour he answered their ques- 
tions, explaining everything to them. 

Then they got down into the boat, and watched with interest 
while Ross and Alix wound the heavy handle of the inertia starter. 
The engine fired, and Alix slipped down on to the float and cast off 
the mooring buoy. She got back into the cabin and closed the door. 
The seaplane turned with a burst of engine, taxied a little distance 
away, and headed into wind. Then she took off, swung round in a 
climbing turn to north, and dwindled in the distance. 

The governor turned to Lockwood. ‘Froken Lockwood has flown 
much, I think,’ he said genially. 

The don shook his head. ‘She had never flown at all before we 
started on this trip.’ 

‘So? She has managed the setting free of the machine very well, 
for so little experience. Herr Ross is a very reliable flyer.’ 

‘I think he’s very careful.’ 

The governor nodded. ‘I think so too.’ 

The doctor stirred beside them. ‘To fly to Greenland is a great 


_ Strain.’ 


Lockwood nodded. ‘That’s very true. I never realized when we 
started how difficult everything was going to be.’ 

The doctor said, ‘So? Then may I be permitted the word of a 
friend, Professor?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘As soon as your plans will permit, it will be wise that your pilot 
should rest and be quiet for some days, I think.’ 

The don nodded. ‘I am very much obliged to you for the advice,’ 
he said. ‘I will do my best to arrange things in that way. But with a 
man like that, it’s very difficult to make him rest until his work 
is done.’ 

The governor said, ‘Jo. That I can well understand.’ 

The doctor protested, ‘You understand, I do not know Herr Ross. 
But I see nervous movements, and large pupils to the eyes, and a 


| tired face, and smoking very many cigarettes, Herr Professor. And 
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I say to myself —I am a doctor, and these things are noticed —I say, 
there is a good man who works too hard.’ 

They went on shore, and the governor took Lockwood to inter- 
view the Eskimos for their camp. There were two of them recom- 


mended by the governor as reliable and experienced men; one of — 


them was the owner of a motor boat. This man was called Ajago, 
and had a long, lean face like a horse. The other was called Mayark 
and had a similarly European face; both, however, were pure 
Eskimo. Neither of them spoke any English, but both spoke a little 
Danish; with the help of the governor Lockwood settled down to 
explain the programme to them. 

Ross and Alix had an uneventful flight. The girl flew to Brattalid 
in the front seat next to Ross; then she got into the back and they 
did their trial strip over a course closely parallel to the former one. 
Then they went up to twelve thousand feet, about as high as Ross 
could make the seaplane go, and ran off another strip at that alti- 
tude to test the exposure at that height. They came down as soon 
as they could; it was bitterly cold up there. 

There were no mistakes this time, nothing to be done again. Alix 
climbed back into the front seat next to Ross, and they flew back to 
Julianehaab. They landed at about twelve o’clock, taxied in, and 
made fast to the buoy. y 

They met Lockwood on his way back to the hut for lunch, and 
walked up with him. Alix said, ‘Mr Ross and I are going to take the 
afternoon off, and go for a walk. Will you come, Daddy?’ 

Her father said, ‘I don’t think so. I said I’d go and see this motor 
boat this afternoon.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Would you like me to come with you, sir?’ 

‘You're taking me for a walk this afternoon, Mr Ross,’ the girl 
said firmly. ‘It’s no good worrying about the motor boat, because 
it’s the only one there is to hire. The governor said so.’ 

Lockwood told them about the men that he had engaged. ‘I think 
they'll be all right,’ he said. ‘It’s a pity they don’t speak English.’ 

Ross smiled. ‘It’s a damn good thing Miss Alix learned that Danish,’ 
he remarked. 

They had a light lunch, and started off inland. They crossed the 
little wooden bridge and went on through the settlement and out 
through the meadows of the sheep-breeding station. Presently all 
civilization was behind them, and they were walking towards the 
ice-cap over rough screes and through meadows of rough sedgy 
grass and low scrub. They did not talk very much; the going was 
too strenuous for that. 
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Two hours later they stopped for a cigarette before turning home- 
_wards. Below them the fiords lay spread out in map-like form, almost 
_as if they had been flying; behind them the ice-cap was very near, 
_ grey, dirty and forbidding. They leaned against an outcrop of a basalt 
_rock and rested. 

Alix said, ‘What are you going to do after this, Mr Ross? I mean, 
when this job is all over.’ 

He shrugged his shoulders. “Things seem to be picking up a bit in 

Canada. What I’d like to do would be to get into Imperial Airways. 
But they’re pretty particular who they take, these days.’ 

She was amazed. ‘But surely they’d take you?’ 

He smiled down at her. ‘I’m not such a wizard as all that, Miss 
Alix. You’ve got to be good to get into Imperials.’ 

‘But you are good. I should have thought anyone who could fly 
out here like this was good enough for them. Doesn’t a flight like 
this make any difference?’ 

He glanced at her, flicking the ash from his cigarette. ‘It all helps. 
If we get through this job with the seaplane in one piece they might 
take notice. After all, not so many people come this way in aero- 
planes.’ . 

She nodded. ‘I don’t think Daddy ever knew what sort of trip 
it would turn out to be.’ 

The pilot said dourly, ‘Well, he knows now.’ And then he turned 
and smiled at her. 

She said quietly, ‘You must have thought us beastly people when 
you met us first of all.’ 

He glanced sideways at her. The sun shone on her fair, short hair, 
her lean serious face not quite unlike his own, her slim figure in white 
overalls. Quite suddenly he knew exactly what he wanted. And 
being Scotch, he let the moment go. 

‘Why, no, Miss Alix,’ he said. His voice was a little unsteady; he 

_ was feeling tired and depressed again. ‘I just thought you didn’t 
know much about aeroplanes.’ 

He ground out the stub of the cigarette beneath his heel. 

‘Suppose we get on back,’ he said. ‘I want to do those spools of 
film before we go to bed.’ 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Next day, at ten o’clock, the ship arrived and anchored off the settle- 
ment. She had come down from Godthaab and was only due to 
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stay for a few hours before leaving for Reykjavik and Copen- 
‘hagen. There was a great state of excitement in the settlement. All 
boats were launched and everybody crowded on board her as soon 
_as the anchor dropped. The Lockwoods and Ross followed the first 
‘rush, 

Jameson was lying in his berth with a weight hanging over a 
pulley to stretch his thigh. ‘I can’t say how bad I feel that this has 
happened,’ he said. ‘Letting you down and all. I wouldn’t have had 
jit happen for the world, Mr Ross.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Never mind — we'll talk about that later. Just take 
.a look at these, because we haven't got a lot of them.’ 

The photographer took the spools and passed them quickly 
‘through both hands, stretching the film and looking through it at 
‘the light from the porthole. Ross told him briefly what they had 
been doing. ‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘This is the first one—the over- 
«exposed one, I see. These other two seem quite all right. But they’ve 
-all been over-developed, Mr Ross. You’ve got them much too dense.’ 

‘Right,’ said the pilot. ‘Now you tell us how to do it properly.’ 

Alix settled down beside the bunk with a pencil and pad. Outside 
‘the winches clattered and groaned as bales of pelt were taken on the 
‘ship; all round the little cabin was a turmoil of shouted greetings 
and orders. Two hours later Alix stopped writing; she had covered 
»seven or eight pages with her pencilled notes. 

‘Well,’ said Jameson wearily, ‘I think I’ve told you everything 
{ can. Don’t forget what I told you about the hardening. I wish I 
-could stay with you, in the house. I could help with the processing, 
anyway.’ He looked up wistfully. ‘I suppose you couldn’t get round 
‘the governor?’ 

Lockwood shook his head. ‘I’m afraid he won’t consider it.’ 

The man sighed and lay back. ‘Well, I don’t suppose I’d be much 
‘good to you, really. You’ve got the hang of it all right, now. Don’t 
worry to do much developing out in the field —it’s always a risk of 
‘spoiling stuff. Just do one from time to time, to satisfy yourself 
‘that it’s all going on all right. Take all the duplicates you can . . .’ 

They made him comfortable, provided him with what small 
‘luxuries they could arrange, and saw that he had all the money that 
he needed. Then it was time for them to leave the ship; her loading 
was completed. They were bundled on shore with the crowd of 
‘Danes and Eskimos, and stood on the beach with them and watched 
‘her get up anchor, watched her steam away. The little crowd about 
‘them dispersed quietly, silent and morose. There would be no other 
‘ship at Julianehaab till the following June. 
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They spent the remainder of the day in making arrangements for 
_ their camp. Lockwood and Alix were to leave early next morning 
in the motor boat, with Ajago and Mayark and all the camping 
gear. It was doubtful if they would be able to cover the seventy 
miles to Brattalid in one day; more probably they would camp 
somewhere for the night. It was arranged that Ross should stay at 
Julianehaab with the seaplane, and fly to Brattalid on the following 
day. 

‘That suits me,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to get there before you do 
and have to beach the machine alone. There’s always a risk of 
trouble in that sort of game. In fact, if I don’t see you at Brattalid 
when I get there, I shall come back here and come along again the 
next day.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘There’s another thing, Mr Ross. I want you to 
use this time to have a real rest. This gives you a day and a half 
free while we're getting there. I know this flight has been a strain on 
you. Take that time off and have a lazy day.’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘I could use that,’ he said. ‘I'll just sit around 
and smoke.’ 

The girl said, ‘Mind you do.’ 

It took them all the evening to get their stores packed and sorted, 
ready to be carried down to the boat in the morning. They planned 
to start at six o’clock. It was eleven o’clock at night before Ross was 
satisfied that everything was ready, before they got into their sleep- 
ing-bags. He lay for some time in his bag, awake. He knew that 
- both Lockwood and Alix were inexperienced in camping, and he 
had no real confidence in the Eskimos. He ran over all the items of 
their camp equipment in his mind again, searching for items that he 
had forgotten. They ought to be all right. It was only for one night. 
It would be lonely in the shack without them, without Alix. 

A day with nothing definite to do would be acceptable. It would 
give him a chance to get around all sorts of little odd jobs that should 
be done. He could get the seaplane beached at high tide and work 
on her for the rest of the day in comfort, clean the plugs and check 
the tappets. He’d feel happier when that was done, especially before 
going out into the blue. 

Presently he looked at his watch. He had been in bed for an hour, 
and he was as wakeful as ever. For two nights now he had slept 
without his Troxigin, and he had slept very badly. There were only 
five hours of the night left before they must get up. He reached out 
and took a tablet; within ten minutes he was sleeping with the 
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He was up and about by five o'clock, feeling thick in the head 
and with a stale taste in his mouth. They had breakfast and carried 
the remainder of the camping gear down to the motor boat. Ross 
said good-bye to the Lockwoods and helped them into the boat; by 
half past six he was standing on the shore alone, watching the boat 
as it headed out from the harbour. 

High tide that morning was at nine o’clock. He went and looked 
at the beach that he had selected for the seaplane and removed one 
or two large stones; then he hung about irritably till the tide rose. 
At high tide he went with the boatman to the seaplane and towed 
her in towards the beach. He put her carefully ashore at about ten 
o'clock; presently the water left her beached upon the sand and 
he could work on her in comfort and security. 

He worked on her all day without a break. He took the covers 
off all the watertight compartments in the floats, sponged out the 
water that had entered, and sealed the covers up again with Bostick; — 
this took him about two hours. He removed the engine cowling and 
took out the eighteen sparking plugs, carried them to the hut, took 
them to pieces and cleaned them, and put them back again. He 
removed the eighteen tappet covers, checked clearances, and 
adjusted one or two. He checked the contact-breakers on the 
magnetos. He drained the oil tank, and refilled it with fresh oil. He 
cleaned out all the filters and the sumps, reassembled everything, 
and ran the engine upon test. With an Eskimo to help him he car- 
ried a hundred and ten gallons of petrol a quarter of a mile from 
the store, and filled it, can by can, into the big tank. In the fading 
evening light, with water lapping round his feet as the tide rose, 
he went round all the flying control joints accessible by traps under 
the fuselage, grease-gun in hand. 

At nine o'clock she floated, and with the help of the Eskimo boat- 
man he towed her out to the mooring again. He made everything 
secure, and went back on shore; it was nearly ten o’clock when he 
got back to the hut. 

That was his last day of rest. He had eaten nothing since the 
morning. 

The hut was cold and deserted. He lit the Primus stove and made 
himself a cup of tea; he opened a tin of bully beef and ate that with 
some biscuits. It was lonely and desolate in the hut, and very cold. 
The pilot was depressed, and he knew it. He sat at the table alone, 
munching his cold, unappetizing food, and he knew exactly what: 
was wrong. He missed Alix very much. He had come to depend on 
her as an alleviation to fatigue; it didn’t seem to matter being tired. 
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when she was there. He knew quite well that he was coming to be 
very much in love with her. 

Still, that was by the way. The work came first. He had a job 
to do. He had to carry out this survey and get photographs that 
could be used; then he had to get the seaplane down into the States, 
where she could be sold. That was the job he had engaged himself 
to do; it would take every ounce of energy that he had in him. He 
knew that very well by now. Everything else must be subordinate 
to that. Later, perhaps .. . 

Presently, he got into his sleeping-bag and lay awake for a con- 
siderable time, worried and confused by his reflections. Then he 
took a tablet of his Troxigin, and before long he was sleeping heavily. 

He slept late next morning, and awoke from a heavy sleep that 
left him unrefreshed. There was no reason to hurry; he lay in his 
sleeping-bag for a time, and got up at about nine o’clock. He made 
himself some breakfast but ate little; he waited till about eleven 
before going to the seaplane. 

By noon he was flying about Brattalid. The motor boat was 
beached in one of the little coves he had selected as a camping site; 
he swept low over it and saw Lockwood and Alix with the Eskimos. 
He turned and landed in the fiord; the boat came out to meet him 
and took him in tow. 

The Eskimos in the boat towed him to a little sandy cove, sheltered 
from the north and east. Presently the floats grounded gently on the 
sand; he stepped on shore to meet the Lockwoods, leaving the 
machine to strand upon the falling tide. 

The others had not been there very long. ‘We camped about ten 
miles away last night,’ said the don. ‘Oh — very comfortable, thanks. 
Ajago looked after us very well. As a matter of fact, we could have 
come on here quite easily, but the men didn’t want to.’ 

Ross wrinkled his brows. ‘Have they been difficult?’ 

‘Not a bit. They’ve been very good. But I couldn’t make out why 
they wanted to camp so early.’ 

Alix said, ‘Ajago said they wanted to get here while the sun was 
up. I couldn’t understand why, because it’s quite light all night 

‘through up here.’ 

The pilot turned and looked about him. To the east the rough, 
tussocky grass mounted into a low hill strewn with basalt rocks; 
more to the south there was a little stream running down into the 
cove. The cove itself was sandy and protected from all winds except 
the west. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘we couldn’t have picked a better spot for 

-a camp. The machine wiil be as safe here as she could be anywhere, 
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and we can put our tents up by the water.’ 

The don nodded. ‘We can make a good camp here. We aren’t the 
first, either.’ 

Ross looked at him enquiringly. 

Lockwood explained. ‘You see that stony line in the turf there? 
And that other one at right angles? There.’ 

The pilot followed his direction. ‘I see what you mean.’ 

‘Well, there’s been a house there.’ 

‘How long ago?’ 

The don shrugged his shoulders. ‘I haven’t really looked at it. Back 
in the Brattalid time, I daresay.’ 

‘Well, they picked the best place. We'd better put our camp there, 
too.’ 

He turned to the men. He knew a few odd words of Eskimo, 
sufficient to make his meaning clear. He now told them to get the 
baggage up from the beach and start to make the camp beside the 
stream. 

There was a hitch. The men consulted with each other for a 
minute; then Ajago came forward and said something painstakingly 
and clearly in Danish. Ross did not understand the words, but the 
objection was very clear. 

He turned to Alix. ‘Did you understand him?’ 

She shook her head. ‘Not properly. I don’t think he wants to 
stop here. It’s funny, because they’ve been so nice all the time.’ 

Ross took the man by the arm and led him up to the flat, level 
site beside the stream, seamed with old walls. He made motions of 
putting up tents. ‘Camp here,’ he said. 

The Eskimo shook his head, and said something. Alix broke in 
quickly, ‘He said, it’s not good here.’ 

The pilot said patiently, ‘We'll have to get down to this, Miss 
Alix. Ask him why it isn’t good.’ 

The girl reflected for a minute, and then spoke a slow sentence 
to the Eskimo. The man answered her in Danish. She turned back 
to the two men. ‘He says, it’s not good at night. At least, I think 
that’s what he means.’ 

Lockwood said quietly, ‘Are they superstitious?’ 

Ross noded. ‘Terrifically. I hope to God that isn’t at the back of | 
it. Ask him why it isn’t good at night.’ 

The girl did so. ‘He says, because of the old people.’ 

The pilot sighed inwardly. As if the job wasn’t difficult enough, 
without this one. He forced a laugh and a bright smile. ‘Tell him 
that the old people have no power over them while they are with 
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us. Say that we are great and strong, that we can fly in the sky, and 
we will throw our power over them, and protect them.’ 

Alix looked dubious. ‘I'll have to get the dictionary for that, Mr 
Ross.’ 

A few minutes later the reply came through. ‘He says, that may 
be all right for us, but not for them. At least, that’s what he means. 
He wants to make camp over on the other side of the hill.’ 

The pilot said patiently, ‘Well, let’s get up on to the hill and have 
a look at it’ 

From the top of the hill they looked around. The tide had fallen 
a good way, and the seaplane now stood high and dry upon the 
sand. The second cove that they had seen from the air, in which 
the Eskimos would have liked to make camp, was now seen to have 
a rocky bottom quite unsuitable for the machine. Moreover, the 
stream that ran down to the sandy cove was the only water in 
sight. 

Ross and Alix settled down patiently with the dictionary to talk 
to the men. The Eskimos were friendly and reasonable, but utterly 
unwilling to sleep in the sandy cove. After half an hour a basis of 
arrangement was made. The main camp would be in the sandy cove 
near the machine, but the Eskimos would take one tent and make 
a sleeping camp for themselves in the rocky cove, a mile away. 
They would take all their food at the main cove, coming there each 
day at sunrise and leaving at sunset. 

Ross shrugged his shoulders. ‘It’s a perfect curse, but it’s the 
best that we can do. I must stay by the machine, myself. I think 
they’ll get fed up with it in a day or two, when they see that we get 
along all right.’ 

They went back down the hill, and on that basis they set up the 
camp beside the stream, among the ruins of the ancient houses. 
They had three tents; they pitched two by the stream and gave one 
to the Eskimos to put up later for themselves. They built a fireplace 
of loose stones and got a fire going of the low, thin scrub that grew 
in patches on the moor. The biggest tree they found was a stunted 
birch, less than fifteen feet in height. 

They lunched upon cold meat and biscuits. Lockwood went off 
for a short walk in the direction of Brattalid; Ross set the men to 
work bringing up the stores from the shore and stacking them by 
the tents. Then he set them to cut brushwood; presently he turned 
to Alix. 

‘If you’ve got time to spare now, let's have a look at the survey.’ 

They got out the drawing board, and pinned the rough map of 
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the district down on it. They worked for an hour together, planning 
the strips of photographs that would cover the whole area. Pre- 
sently Ross said: 

‘We'll have to chuck this now. I'll have to go and get the ropes 
on to that seaplane.’ 

She looked at him. ‘What are you going to do with the machine? 
{ mean, there’s no mooring to put it on.’ 

He nodded. ‘We'll run her from the beach,’ he said. ‘It’s high 
tide at about ten o’clock to-day. I’ll leave her on the beach all 
night. We ought to be in the air by nine o’clock to-morrow morning. 
Low water at four . . . If we let her ground upon the beach at mid- 
night she'll be safe all night, and she'll float again at eight in the 
morning, when we want her.’ 

It took the girl a little time to realize this way of operation. Then 
she said, ‘Does that mean that you’ve got to sit up till midnight, to 
see she grounds at the right time?’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘I think I'd better. I wouldn’t like to go to sleep 
unless I knew that she was safe. But she’ll be safe enough on the 
beach.’ 

Alix looked very doubtful. ‘It means another late night for you.’ 
He turned away. ‘Don’t worry about that, Miss Alix. I'll be all 
right.’ 

They went down to the machine, now sitting on the sandy beach 
far from the water. Ross and Mayark set to work with stakes and 
ropes. They drove a stake into the ground on each side of the little 
cove near the mouth and led a rope from that to the bow of each 
float; they led two ropes from the tail of the machine to stakes 
driven into the ground at the head of the cove. Then they had her 
located in the middle of the little cove, secure against a moderate 
wind, and so arranged that they could move her up and down the 
cove on the high tide to ground her when they wished. 

Lockwood came back, and watched them at their work. ‘You’re 
making very certain of her, Mr Ross,’ he said. 

The pilot nodded. ‘She’l] be all right like this while the fine weather 
lasts. If the wind pipes up we'll have to get her up on shore and fold 
the wings.’ 

It was dusk by the time that he was satisfied. The Eskimos. had 
departed an hour previously with their tent; now their fireshone 
across the water from the other cove, a mile away. Ross felt for a 
cigarette and lit it wearily, looking across the water in the fading 
light. ‘I wonder what it is they’re scared about,’ he said quietly. 

They all stood silent for a minute, looking round about. The wind 
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_had dropped to a light air that drifted from the ice-cap, cold and 
- desolate. It was very quiet. 

Lockwood stirred. “‘They’re frightened by their own tradition.’ 

The pilot glanced at him. ‘Tradition ?’ 

They turned and walked towards the camp. The don said, ‘This 
colony was Norwegian. Norse settlers from Iceland started it, about 
_ the year 980. It died out in the fourteenth century.’ 

Alix said, ‘Is this the place that went native, Daddy?’ 

Lockwood nodded. ‘The colony that died of neglect.’ 

‘How did that happen?’ asked the pilot. 

‘The Norwegians used to send a ship here every year, to trade, 
to sell. the colonists axes, weapons, things of that sort in exchange 
for their furs. I don’t suppose the trade was worth much to Norway. 
Under the Hanseatic League they began to send the ships less fre- 
quently. In the end, there was an interval of eighty years when no 
ship came here. When they did come at the end of that, there were 
no Norsemen here at all. Only Eskimos.’ 

The pilot asked, ‘What happened to them?’ 

The don said, ‘They became absorbed. You’ve only got to look at 
Ajago.’ 

Alix nodded. ‘I was noticing him. He’s got a much longer face 
than the Eskimos at Angmagsalik, and that place where we spent 
the night. More European.’ 

Her father nodded. “They’re like that here. He’s got a Norse 
ancestry all right, although I don’t suppose he knows it.’ 

Ross said, ‘You mean the Norsemen intermarried with the 
Eskimos ?’ 

‘They had to. You see, while the ships kept coming here, and 
they had iron weapons, timber, corn, and all the culture of their 
homeland, the colonists were better men than the Eskimos. When 
the ships stopped coming, the Eskimos became the better men, 
because they could live on the country. The colonists would have 
had to take lessons from the Eskimos in hunting, building houses, 
making clothes . . . All their superiority must have vanished very 
soon. In the end, it probably became an honour for a colonist to 
marry with an Eskimo.’ 

‘And the result,’ said Ross reflectively, ‘is Ajago and Mayark.’ 

Lockwood smiled. ‘Descendants of the Viking kings.’ 

They reached the camp, and began to make arrangements for their 
supper. ‘This place is full of ruins,’ said Lockwood, opening the tin 
that Alix put into his hand. ‘I went practically as far as Brattalid. 
There are the stone walls of homesteads all over the country.’ 
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His daughter said, ‘In fact, we're sitting on one now. Don’t spill 
that juice, Daddy —1 want it for the stew.’ 

Ross said, ‘We took some of the stones from that wall to build 
the fireplace. It’s useful having them to hand like that.’ 

The don looked round him at the lines of the stone walls upon the 
moor. ‘I’ll have a look at this one in the morning, before you have 
to build another fireplace.’ He studied it with an expert eye. ‘It’s 
been a farm —a large farm, I should say. You see that raised bit — 
there? That would have been the midden. If you dug there you’d 
probably find bits of broken pottery, and stuff like that.’ 

The pilot looked at their camp with a new interest, ‘Are yo 
going to have a crack at it?’ ; 

‘It’s not worth the time. I want to have a go at that church, over 
on the other side. But it’s the Celtic influence that I’m really 
interested in. That means coming here again next year, after we’ve 
had the winter to digest what’s in the photographs.’ 

Ross said, ‘When we've done the survey you'd better come up 
with me sir, and have a good look at it all by eye.’ 

The don nodded. ‘I'll do that. But the main thing I want to do is 
to start digging on that church site, the one you saw in the air 
photograph at Oxford. That’s about three miles from here.’ 

They supped off a meat stew cooked over the wood fire, with 
biscuits and jam. Around them the dusk fell. There was no real 
night in that latitude; the clear sky turned to a deep blue against 
which the hills made undulating black silhouettes. To the west of 
them two glaciers ran down from the ice-cap, which itself could 
be seen between the hills, a dark grey shadow under the indigo sky. 
It grew bitterly cold. From time to time Ross left the fire and went 
down to the beach to adjust the mooring ropes of the seaplane to 
the rising tide. 

Presently the tide was full and it was necessary for him to stay 
down on the beach to fend the seaplane off and prevent her from 
grounding too soon. At last, at midnight, he pulled in the tail ropes 
and let her touch upon the sand. He waited for a time as the tide 
fell till he was satisfied that she was sitting evenly on both floats 
and coming to no harm. Then he went back to the tents. 

Alix was already in her tent and in her sleeping-bag, laid out upon 
a bed of birch twigs gathered by the Eskimos. 

Ross joined Lockwood in the other tent, undressed, and got into 
his sleeping-bag. It had been an easy day, but he had much to occupy 
his mind. He reached out and took a tablet of his Troxigin, and slept, 

He woke in broad daylight, with Lockwood shaking him by the 
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shoulder and looking at him curiously. ‘Time to get up,’ said the don. 
‘It’s after seven o'clock.’ 

The pilot sat up, still bemused with sleep. Lockwood noticed that 
_ he was trembling. ‘Did you sleep all right?’ he asked. 

The pilot passed an unsteady hand across his eyes. ‘I had the hell 
of a dream,’ he muttered. 

Lockwood asked quietly, “What was it about?’ 

‘I don’t know. Yes I do-it was about a bear. It came up out of 
the ice, because of the seal. It wanted to get at the carcass, you see. 
All I had was one of those little short spears, for seals, and I fought 
it with that.’ 

He stared around him, and began to get out of his sleeping-bag. 
‘Bloody funny, the things one dreams.’ 

‘What happened after that?’ 

‘After what, sir?’ Already the dream was fading from his memory. 

‘After you began fighting with the bear?’ 

The pilot laughed. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I woke up.’ 

He dressed, and went out of the tent. The machine was still safely 
aground, the sea was calm, the day was bright. He passed a hand 
wearily across his eyes. He was unrefreshed by his sleep, as always 
seemed to be the case these days. He had a great feeling of relief 
that he was awake. There had been a dream . . . what wasit about? 
He could not remember. Already it had sunk into the subconscious. 

Alix came out of her tent. ‘Morning, Miss Lockwood,’ he said. 
‘How did you sleep?’ 

‘Splendidly, thanks. How did you?’ 

‘Not so bad.’ 

She glanced at him. ‘Haggard’ was the word that came into her 
mind; she thought that he was looking awfully tired. ‘Really?’ she 
asked. 

‘Well, I slept all the time. You can’t do more than that.’ 

She said a little doubtfully, ‘I suppose not.’ 

An hour later they were loading the machine with films, and a 
small quantity of provisions and camp gear in case of a forced landing. 
They got on board and started up the engine; the Eskimos waded 
into the water and turned the seaplane towards the entrance to 
the cove, and she moved out into the fiord. Ross swung her round 
into the wind, and took off. Lockwood stood watching them for a 
few minutes; then he left for Brattalid with Mayark, leaving Ajago 
to mind the camp and help with the machine when it came back. 

All morning the seaplane flew up and down, backwards and for- 
wards over hill, mountain, and fiord in exactly parallel lines. Alix 
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sat huddled by the camera at the rear of the cabin, alert and intent on 
her work; ahead of her the pilot sat hunched at the wheel, staring 
at the horizon ahead of him, glancing from time to time down 
through the drift sight. Once a film jammed in the camera and they 
landed in a fiord to clear it; then they took off again and went on with 
the job. 

They landed opposite the camp at about half past twelve, both 
strained and tired with the concentration. Ajago was standing waist- 
deep in the icy water of the cove as they taxied in; he caught the 
float as it came to him and the seaplane grounded gently on the 
sand. 

Ross swung round in his seat. ‘That went all right, didn’t it?’ 

Alix got up stiffly; she was cold and very tired. ‘I think it did. The 
films went through the camera, anyway.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘They’re probably all right. We'll get on shore and 
have a bit of lunch. Then we'll pick one of them at random and 
develop it.’ 

They got down on to the float, and so to shore. Alix went up to 
the camp; Ross stayed behind with Ajago to see the seaplane settled. 
Together they put her in position and let her ground at once upon 
the falling tide. 

After lunch they began their preparations for developing. The 
smaller of the two tents, the one that Alix slept in, had been made 
of a specially lined fabric for conversion to a dark room. They 
turned out her bed and all her kit, set up a little table in the tent, 
drew a couple of buckets of water from the stream, unpacked the 
chemicals and dishes, and began their work. 

They spent the afternoon huddled together in the dark tent. Each 
spool of film carried a hundred exposures and was about fifty feet 
long. Working in close, intimate contact with each other in the 
darkness they cut the last few feet off two spools taken at random, 
developed the pieces, and fixed them. After a couple of hours they 
emerged blinking from the tent and examined the results critically. 

‘Well,’ said Ross, ‘they’re quite all right. A bit on the dark side 
perhaps.’ 

The girl said, ‘That means a smaller stop, doesn’t it?’ 

‘That’s right.’ He scrutinized the detail carefully. ‘I don’t know 
that we've got sufficient overlap for safety. We'll have to do some- 
thing about that.’ 

They put the films back into the bucket, carried it down to the 
stream, and washed them carefully. Then they packed up the photo- 
graphic gear again and put the bed back into the tent. They were 
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both tired. Ajago had a kettle boiling on the fire; they made them- 
- selves tea and sat down by the tent. Alix asked, ‘How long will it 
take to do the whole thing, Mr Ross?’ 

He yawned. ‘Four or five days for the big survey, if we get along 
like this. And then two days for the little one.’ 

_ She thought for a minute. ‘That means that we'd be finished about 
_ Thursday of next week.’ 

He shook his head. ‘We can’t go on like this each day. The weather 
may break. But, anyway, there’s the petrol to think about. We've got 
enough petrol to do a flight to-morrow, but then we’ve got to go 
to Julianehaab to fill up. That’s going to waste a day. Two days 
survey and one day refuelling is about the best we'll do.’ 

He yawned again. She said, ‘Why don’t you lie down and have 
a rest?’ 

He smiled at her. ‘I believe I will. She won't float for another 
couple of hours.’ 

‘Don’t bother about the seaplane, Mr Ross. We can look after her — 
Ajago and I. Go on and get some sleep, and I’ll call you in time for 
supper.’ 

He shook his head. ‘I’d like to be about while she’s afloat. She’s 
not too safe where she is, and we don’t want to stick a rock through 
a pontoon. But I could use a little sleep.’ 

He went and lay down on his bed, having set the alarm clock for 
seven o'clock. He went to sleep at once, and slept quietly, without 
dreaming. It seemed only an instant before the alarm went off in 
his ear. He roused, rolled over, and came out of the tent rubbing 
his eyes. 

Lockwood was back in camp, after a day’s digging on the church 
site with Mayark. They discussed the survey for a few minutes; then 
Ross went down to the seaplane, now just afloat, and spent some 
time adjusting the mooring ropes. He stayed there till they called 
him up to the camp for supper. 

In the evening they strolled a little way up on to the hill and stood 
looking out over the wild and barren countryside. ‘This was the hell 
of a place to come to for a colony,’ said Ross. 

The don nodded. ‘It’s not attractive. But Norway was overcrowded 
in those days — too many people for the land to support. They had 
to get out and go somewhere else. They had battle after battle with 
the English, trying to settle in our country. They didn’t have much 
luck in Scotland, or in Ireland. They got quite a good colony going in 
Iceland, and then they came on here as an experiment.’ 

‘Which didn’t work,’ said. Alix. 
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‘It worked for the first couple of hundred years. They had about 
two thousand people here.’ 

The pilot said, ‘I suppose all they needed was a square deal from 
the mother country, and they didn’t get it.’ 

The don said, ‘But for that, they might have been here still.’ 

They went back to the camp, and strolled down to readjust the 
lines mooring the seaplane. High tide that night was at about eleven 
o’clock, and low water at five in the morning. If the machine were 
to be afloat at eight in readiness for an early start upon the survey, 
she must be kept afloat till two in the morning, and not allowed to 
ground before then. By this schedule Ross would get five hours’ sleep 
at the most, if he stayed up to see the seaplane safely grounded. 

Alix was very upset when she heard this proposal. “That’s not good 
enough, Mr Ross,’ she said. “You've got to get a longer night than 
that.’ 

‘That’s all right,’ the pilot said. ‘I got a couple of hours’ sleep this 
afternoon.’ 

The girl persisted, ‘Even with that, it’s not enough—and any- 
Way, you weren't asleep much longer than an hour.’ She turned to 
her father. ‘Daddy, we'll have to do something different. We can’t 
go on like this.’ 

Lockwood said mildly, ‘I can stay up and see the seaplane safely 
grounded, Mr Ross.’ 

Ross said a little shortly, ‘It’s awfully good of you, sir. But really, 
I’m quite all right, and I’d rather do it myself.’ 

Alix said, ‘But, Mr Ross, you’ve got to have a decent night. You 
can’t stay up till after two and then fly all day to-morrow.’ 

The conflicting strain of the girl’s presence, of her solicitude for 
him, and of his technical responsibilities made him burst out in 
irritation. ‘I’m perfectly all right, Miss Alix,’ he said sourly. ‘I’m 
going to see that seaplane safely on the beach, and we'll take off 
to-morrow morning at nine o'clock. It’s very good of you to bother 
about me and I’d much rather that you didn’t. I’ve got my job to do, 
and that’s to keep that seaplane in the air and working. And I’d like 
to do it in my own way, please.’ 

There was a pregnant silence. 

The don said pleasantly, ‘Mr Ross is quite right, my dear. He 
knows what he’s got to do, and we can’t help him with advice. 
Now, you run off to bed and get some sleep yourself.’ 

She turned, and went into her tent without a word to either of 
them, worried and furious with both the men. 

Ross smoked a pipe with Lockwood by the blazing fire; the older 
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man kept the conversation carefully upon safe topics. Then he 


- turned in at about eleven o’clock and the pilot sat on by the fire alone, 
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tired and irritated. If only he could be left alone! He knew that he 
had hurt the girl and he hated himself for doing it . . . but they 
must, must let him alone. He’d never get through this job unless he 
could give his whole mind and energy to it. He must be left to work 
in his own way. 

He sat crouched over the camp fire, brooding and unhappy. From 
time to time he went down to the water’s edge and adjusted the 
mooring lines; then he returned to the fire and sat by it again. 

The slow hours went by. At two o'clock he let the seaplane go 
aground, and stayed with her for half an hour to satisfy himself 
that the floats were resting evenly upon the sand. Then he went up 
to the tent, took a tablet of his Troxigin, and got into his sleeping- 
bag for a short night; by three o’clock he was asleep, restless and 
uneasy in his sleep. 

By nine o’clock they were in the air again. Relations were a little 
strained; Alix was distant and aloof and the pilot was too tired to 
make any effort to put matters right. The photography that they had 
done the previous day had ironed out all initial difficulties and they 
had little need to talk except in monosyllables. For three hours they 
sat in the machine flying backwards and forwards on the survey, 
Ross sunk deep in the depression of fatigue, the girl still smarting 
at her rebuff. 

They landed after that, and beached the seaplane. Lockwood was 
away at Brattalid with Mayark. Ross and Alix lunched and spent the 
afternoon in the dark-room tent, talking in occasional monosyllables 
as they developed part of a spool of film. 

When that was over, the pilot went into his own tent, lay down, 
and sank into a heavy sleep at once. Alix cleared away the photo- 
graphic gear and put her tent in order; then she began to prepare 
supper, with Ajago to help her. She was still working when Lock- 
wood came back at about six o’clock. 

He asked where Ross was; she motioned to the tent. ‘He’s in there, 
fast asleep. I wouldn’t wake him, Daddy —let him sleep. I had a 
look at him just now.’ 

He nodded and sat down beside her. ‘I wouldn’t dream of waking 
him. Let him get all the sleep he can.’ 

She smiled, a little bitterly. ‘That isn’t very much. He’s set his 
alarm clock for nine o’clock; I said I’d get him his supper then.’ She 


_ paused, and then she said, ‘I’ve got a good mind to chuck that clock 
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Her father asked, ‘What’s happening about the machine to-night?’ 
She said, ‘He’s going to sit up till four in the morning, as far as I 
can make it out. Low tide is at half past five, and he wants to take 
off at eight o'clock to go to Julianehaab to get filled up with petrol.’ 

‘Can’t he go later?’ 

‘He’s afraid of fog coming down in the afternoon, like it does 
sometimes.’ : 

The don nodded slowly. ‘I see. That means the seaplane musn’t 
ground till after three in the morning.’ 

‘I think that’s it. I do wish he’d let us look after that. It’s only 
just pushing her off, and making sure she doesn’t ground before the 
right time.’ 

He shook his head. ‘He’d never let anybody else do that.’ 

She said irritably, ‘I know he wouldn't. But he’s just wearing him- 
self out over it. I think he’s looking awful.’ 

There was a silence. Presently her father said, ‘I really don’t know 
what to do about it, while this good weather lasts. If only we could 
have a decent gale he’d have to get her up on shore and lash her 
down, and then he’d get a real rest. But I’m afraid we'll never get 
him to give up and rest while this good weather runs away to waste.’ 

She sighed. ‘I know. It’s awfully difficult.’ 

Lockwood began to tell her of his dig at Brattalid. He had un- 
earthed a runic stone and made a rubbing of it, and he had cleared 
a good portion of the floor of the big church. The girl said, ‘I’ll come 
over with you to-morrow, Daddy. I'd like to see it, and Mr Ross 
won’t want me for the flight to Julianehaab.’ 

They strolled a little way up the hill, and got back to their camp 
at about eight o’clock. Ajago and Mayark were just leaving to go to 
their own camp for the night; a stew was ready to be put on the fire 
for cooking. Alix said in Danish: 

‘Do you still want to sleep over there?’ 

Ajago shook his head emphatically. ‘It is very bad here at night. 
This is a bad place to sleep. One gets ill.’ 

The girl smiled patiently. ‘Nobody is ill here, Ajago.’ 

The man said, ‘One is ill. Rogg is ill. This is a very bad place to 
camp.’ 

The girl fixed her smile. ‘All right, you go along to your own 
camp. Be over here early in the morning.’ 

She watched them pensively as they went away, then turned and 
told her father what Ajago had said. He stood for a minute looking 
after them. ‘It’s quite absurd, of course,’ he said at last. ‘But that’s 
how superstitions grow up in a primitive community. If Ross should 
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get ill now, in this camp, the reputation of the place would be enor- 
_ mously increased.’ 

She turned away, shivering a little. ‘I think it’s about time to start 
and cook the supper.’ RECg 

An hour later the alarm went off; presently Ross joined them by 
the fire. He was refreshed by his sleep, and feeling well. ‘It’s funny 
_ about this place,’ he said. ‘I seem to sleep a damn sight better in the 
daytime than I do at night. Has anybody else noticed that?’ 

The others shook their heads. 

The pilot said, ‘I think the reason is, it’s not so cold. I believe my 
head gets cold at night, or something. I always seem to wake up 
with a bit of a headache in the morning. I’ll have to buy myself a 
woolly nightcap in Julianehaab.’ 

Alix laughed. ‘You won’t get that in Julianehaab.’ 

‘Just the sort of place you would get it. The governor’s got one, 
probably. I bet they all sleep in nightshirts, if they sleep in anything 
at all.’ 

They sat smoking round the fire for an hour after supper; then 
Lockwood and Alix went to bed. Ross went down to the shore and 
adjusted the moorings; the machine was just afloat. Then he 
settled down for his long watch; for the first hour or two he sat 
beside the fire, paying only occasional visits to the shore. 

At half past twelve the falling tide made it necessary for him to 
move down to the beach and keep on pushing off the seaplane. He 
sat there drowsily, cold and stiff, getting up every now and then 
to adjust the ropes. Presently, at about two o'clock, he heard a move- 
ment on the path down from the camp. It was Alix; in her hands 
she held a steaming mug. 

‘I made you some Bovril, Mr Ross,’ she said simply. 

He got up stiffly. ‘That’s terribly good of you,’ he said. ‘Did you 
make any for yourself?’ 

She nodded. ‘I left mine up by the fire. I’ll go and get it.’ 

She joined him presently, and they sat down together on the 
sandy turf. Both were wearing flying suits and fur-lined boots; they 
sat together in the half-light warming their hands upon their 
mugs. 

Bay he said, ‘I’m afraid I was very rude to you last night, 
Miss Lockwood. I was a bit tired. I didn’t think what I was saying.’ 

She said, ‘Oh, that’s all right—I knew you were tired. But Mr 
Ross, can’t we do some of this work for you?’ 

He said, ‘I’d rather see to it myself. It’s no work, really, just sitting 
here and giving her a shove from time to time.’ 
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She did not press the point; she was afraid of irritating him again. 
And presently he said: 

‘I suppose you think I’m terribly fussy, don’t you?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I’d never think of you like that. But I think 
you're working much too hard, Mr Ross.’ 

‘I’m not. But even if I were, I’d rather do that than have a flock of 
accidents.’ 

She was silent for a minute. Then she said gently, ‘Nobody could 
hold it against you if anything happened to the seaplane on a trip 
like this. We ought to have had four or five men to help you — proper 
engineers. My father sees that now. As for accidents, a fragile thing 
like that is bound to have an accident from time to time.’ She pointed 
to the seaplane, rocking gently on the dark water of the cove. 

He said emphatically, almost viciously, ‘All seaplanes don’t have 
accidents. Mine don’t. And mine aren’t going to. Accidents don’t 
just happen of themselves.’ 

‘Why do they happen, then?’ 4 

He sat staring out over the dark water of the fiord to the dim 
mountains on the other side. The night was very still. He said quietly, 
‘Accidents happen because men are foolish, and reckless, and negli- 
gent, and lazy. Sometimes, because there isn’t enough money for 
what they want to do. One crash in a hundred may have been _ 
because God willed it so. Not more than that.’ 

She was silent. 

He said, ‘Sir David has seen that we’ve got enough money for 
this trip. If God has set His mind on it, we shall have a crash. 
Apart from that, my job here is to see we don’t, and we’re not 
going to.’ 

She sat there with him for the remainder of his watch. At half past 
three he let the seaplane go aground, and waited till he could see 
how she was lying. Then they went up together to the camp, taking 
their mugs with them. 

In the half-light she stopped by her tent. ‘Good night, Mr Ross.’ 

He stood before her, broad in his flying clothes, a massive figure 
dimly seen. ‘Good night, Miss Alix,’ he said. ‘It was good of you to 
come down and sit up with me. I am sorry I was short with you 
that time. Don’t mind about that.’ 

‘I don’t mind,’ she said softly. 

‘Good night, Miss Alix.’ 

‘Good night, Mr Ross.’ 

He went into the tent where Lockwood was asleep, took a tablet 
of his Troxigin, and fell asleep himself. 
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He slept for an hour and woke up with a violent start, in a great 
' fright. He raised himself upon one elbow and stared round about 
him, sweating and rather cold. He was terrified of something; he did 
not know of what. He got up and went out of the tent to see if the 
machine was still all right; she stood beached upon the sand far from 
the receding tide. He went over to the girl’s tent and put his ear to 
it; the steady, even breathing told him all was well. He stood for a 
few minutes recovering himself; it was a fine, starry night with an 
icy little draught straight from the ice-cap. Everything was quiet 
and serene. He had made a fool of himself. 

He went back to his sleeping-bag, but he did not sleep again. He 
lay dozing, half awake, and watched the blue sky framed in the 
tent door grow lighter into grey, to broad daylight. Presently he 
heard Ajago and Mayark moving about the camp; he woke Lock- 
wood and got up himself. 

That. day he flew to Julianehaab to refuel. The machine was 
practically empty; with the assistance of the Eskimo boatman and 
his son he put in about two hundred and forty gallons. It took all 
the morning to do that. In the early afternoon he went and had a 
short talk with the governor at his house; then he took off for 
Brattalid again. He got back to the camp at three o’clock as the fog 
was just beginning to close down. 

A period of very perfect weather followed then, ideal for survey. 
They flew the next day and the day after that; on the third he went 
to Julianehaab again to refuel. Then they went on with the survey. 
The tides, forty minutes later every day, became high in the early 
morning, later and later as the days went on. The pilot took his sleep 
in bits and snatches, as and when he could. He could usually manage 
to get in two or three hours after the test development, and another 
two or three hours at some time in the night. After a day or two 
he found difficulty in sleeping in the daytime at irregular hours, and 
had to resort to his tablets to assist him in his daytime sleep. For 
that they worked all right, but they became less satisfactory for 
his night-time sleep. Once in the night, dead tired but wakeful, and 
with only two hours’ sleep to come, he took two tablets and slept 
heavily and well. He did not need to take two tablets the next night, 
because that was a refuelling day and he could get a stretch of over 
five hours on end; when next he took two tablets they had little 
effect, The next day, in desperation, with the survey all but finished, 
he took three. 

Two and a half hours later the alarm rang in his ear till it ran 
down, but he did not wake up. After ten minutes Lockwood shook 
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him gently by the arm, and then more vigorously. Then he called 
Alix from her tent. 


CHAPTER* EIGHT 


The pilot lay on his back in his sleeping-bag, with eyes closed and 
his tanned face drained of colour. The girl kneeled by him with her 
father; they shook him by the shoulder, without effect. He was inert 
and limp; his respiration was regular, but low. 

The girl said, ‘It’s a sort of a faint. Wait, and I'll get some water.’ 

They sponged his face with the cold water from the stream, and 
raised his head. But he did not come round. , 

Lockwood was utterly at sea. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this 
before,’ he muttered. ‘I suppose it’s just exhaustion.’ 

His daughter said, ‘It’s those wretched tablets he’s been taking, 
I should think.’ 

The don said sharply, ‘What tablets are those?’ 

‘He got them at Reykjavik when he couldn’t sleep. He showed 
them to me once.’ 

‘I never knew he was taking anything of that sort. Do you know 
where he kept them?’ 

There were not very many private places in the tent. After a 
short search Lockwood found the bottle; it was half empty. He read 
the label with interest and slipped it in his pocket. ‘Well, that’s the 
end of that,’ he said grimly. 

Alix said, ‘What do you think we'd better do, Daddy?’ A hideous 
feeling of disaster was in the background of her mind. 

Her father did not answer for a moment. He knelt there by the 
pilot staring down at him. They had laid him in what seemed a 
comfortable position with his head raised; his face was wet and 
dripping from water. ‘I don’t know,’ he said irresolutely. ‘I suppose 
we'll have to wait till he comes round. How many of the damn 
things did he take?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I never liked to ask.’ 

They became aware of Ajago and Mayark peering in at them 
through the opening of the tent. Alix got up and went outside to 
them. Ajago said in Danish, ‘Rogg is ill.’ 

The girl shook her head. ‘He is only asleep. Very soon he will 
wake up.’ 

Mayark said something in an excited tone in Eskimo, evidently in 
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_ disagreement. Ajago answered him sharply in the same language, 
and got a volley of words in reply. An incomprehensible argument 
or quarrel developed between the natives; both grew very much 
excited. Alix sighed irritably, and went back to the tent. 

_A quarter of an hour later she discovered Ajago squatting morose 
and alone beside the fire. She asked him, ‘Where is Mayark?’ 

Without moving the native said, ‘One is foolish, and has gone 
away.’ 

‘Why has he gone away?’ 

He raked awkwardly among the ashes. ‘One has been afraid.’ 

The girl said, ‘You are not afraid, Ajago? There is nothing here 
to be afraid of ?’ 

He raised his eyes to hers uneasily. ‘I will stay here,’ he said 
simply. 

_ ‘Thank you, Ajago.’ She touched his shoulder, and went back into 
the tent. 

She told her father what the Eskimo had said. He bit his lip. ‘It’s 
most unlucky,’ he said quietly. ‘They said that someone would get 
ill if we camped here, and now it’s happened. I suppose Mayark’s 
gone away for good. Will Ajago stay with us to-night? We'll be 
done if they both go.’ 

‘I think he’s all right, Daddy. You’d better come and have a word 
with him.’ . 

They left the pilot, and went out of the tent. The native was still 
squatting by the fire; he had some kind of amulet in his hands which 
he concealed hurriedly as they came towards him. Alix remembered 
that he was supposed to be a Christian. He got to his feet to meet 
them. 

Lockwood asked, ‘Where is Mayark, Ajago? Has he gone to the 
other camp?’ 

Alix interpreted: the man said something in reply. ‘He says, 
Mayark’s gone home.’ 

‘Ask him if he will stay with us.’ 

The man burst into a torrent of nervous speech, mostly in his own 
language. Alix interrupted him gently, and told him to speak Danish. 
For ten minutes they wrestled with the language difficulty. 

The girl turned to her father. ‘What he’s trying to say is that 
we're crazy to stay here. He doesn’t want to leave us. But he thinks 
we're awful fools to have camped here at all. And of course, he’s 
saying that he warned us this would happen.’ 

The don stood looking round him, deep in thought. He saw the 
low, bare hill, the stream, the beach, the low stone walls of the 
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abandoned buildings. Quite suddenly, it was distasteful to him; he 
came to a decision. ‘Tell him that as soon as Ross recovers we'll all - 
move over to the other camp.’ 

She did so. The man said something to her very earnestly, and 
repeated it several times. 

‘What’s that?’ asked Lockwood. 

She turned to him with a scared face. ‘He says that if we keep 
Mr Ross here he . . . he'll die to-night.’ 

‘Oh!’ 

There was a long pause; Lockwood had to do some rapid thinking. 
If the native felt like that about it, it was most unlikely that he would 
stay with them; if Ross did not recover very soon, Ajago would 
desert. Without the Eskimo it would become impossible for them 
to carry on at all. If they were to retain him, they must make some 
compromise with his supersition. 

‘Ask him if he would like us to move over to the other camp 
to-day.’ 

The girl did so; there was very little doubt of Ajago’s feelings on 
that matter. 

The don returned to his daughter. “What do you think, Alix?’ 

She stared around at the camp site. ‘I don’t know, Daddy,’ she 
said slowly. ‘It’s much better here, of course—the water’s good, 
and there’s more level ground. But we could pull the seaplane right 
up at high tide, and leave her. There can’t really be anything in 
what he says, can there?’ 

Her father hesitated. ‘Of course there can’t,’ he said, a little un- 
certainly. ‘Ross has taken too many of those tablets — he’d be just 
the same in Oxford. Still—I don’t know,’ 

Alix said, ‘Daddy, I’d just as soon that we went over there . . .’ 

‘All right.’ He turned to the native. ‘We will wait here till midday,’ 
he said. ‘If Ross has recovered then, we will stay here. If not, we'll 
move him over to your camp this afternoon.’ 

The girl translated this, and Ajago received it with a smile. They 
turned back to the tent. The Eskimo came running after them, and 
said something to the girl. 

‘What's that?’ asked Lockwood. 

She frowned, and hesitated. ‘Literally, I think he’s saying that 
Mr Ross has gone on a journey with the people who used to live 
here, Daddy,’ she said. ‘In case we didn’t quite understand . . .’ 

They nodded and smiled at the man, and went back into the tent. 
The pilot was still lying as they had left him; it seemed to them that 
the respiration was not quite so strong. They made another effort 
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to rouse him and sponged his face with the cold water again, with 
not the least success. His hands and feet were growing cold; they 
filled bottles with hot water and put them in his sleeping-bag. Then 
they had done all that they could do. 

At high tide Lockwood went down with Ajago to the water's 
edge, and beached the seaplane at the top of the tide. They made 
her fast to stakes driven into the ground, securing her as firmly as 
they could. Then they went back to the camp, where Alix was still 
sitting by the pilot in the tent, immersed in her own thoughts. She 
had learned, that morning, what the pilot meant to her. 

From time to time she sponged his face with the cold water, with 
absolutely no effect at all. By noon they could not deny that he was 
a good deal worse. The respiration was very low, and the pulse was 
feeble. Outside, Ajago was busy constructing a stretcher of birch 
boughs. Lockwood returned to Alix. 

‘It’s absolutely crazy,’ he said, ‘but I believe I’d like to take him 
to the other camp. He’s doing no good here.’ 

“She inclined her head. ‘It is crazy, Daddy,’ she said seriously. 
‘There’s absolutely nothing the matter with this place — we've only 
got the wind up because Ajago’s been talking to us. But I agree with 
you. If we wait till this afternoon he may be so weak that we won’t 
want to move him. If we’re going, we'd better go now.’ 

‘I think so, too.’ 

They went and told Ajago of their decision. He finished the 
stretcher and went down and brought the motor boat to the beach; 
then they lifted the pilot in his sleeping-bag and laid him carefully 
upon the stretcher. They carried him down to the boat and, wading 
in the shallow water, laid the stretcher across the gunwales. The 
stretcher made access to the engine difficult; rather than bother 
with it for the short trip, Ajago took the oars and rowed the boat 
across the cove. In half an hour they were carrying him up from 
the boat to the Eskimo’s tent in the new camp. 

At the entrance to the tent Ajago made them lay the stretcher 
down. Alix asked him the reason in Danish, and the man replied. 

She turned to her father. ‘He says, we've got to wait,’ she said. 

They watched the Eskimo, a little irritably. He went into the 
tent and dragged his own sleeping-bag out on to the grass. Then he 
took down a bunch of vegetation that was hanging in the roof, and 
began to sprinkle little portions of it on the ground sheet. Satisfied 
with that, he crushed the remainder in his hands and rubbed it over 
the cloth entrance flaps. Lockwood watched him, keenly interested. 

Alix asked, ‘What is that stuff? What's he doing to the tent?’ 
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He said quietly, ‘It’s wild garlic. He’s making a protection against 
spirits. I’ve never seen this done before.’ 

Satisfied with his work upon the tent, the Eskimo came over to 
the stretcher, and kneeled down beside the pilot. He looked at him 
critically and laid a hand upon his forehead; then he said something 
to the girl. She turned to her father. 

‘He wants to put some of those weeds in his bag,’ she said. 

Her father said, ‘I guessed as much. I don’t think it can do him 
any harm —it’s only wild garlic. If we’re going to try mediaeval 
treatment we may as well go the whole hog.’ 

They nodded their assent to Ajago. The Eskimo undid his bag 
and put sprigs of garlic in beside the sleeping man, and laid a little 
on his chest. Then they carried him into the tent and made him 
comfortable upon the bed. 

They had a hurried meal; then Ajago and Lockwood spent the 
afternoon transferring the camp with successive journeys in the 
motor boat, while Alix stayed with Ross. By evening a definite 
improvement was noticeable. The pilot’s breathing was much 
stronger and the pulse was better; moreover, he seemed to be keep- 
ing warmer. 

Lockwood stood up from examining him. ‘It’s wearing off,’ he 
said, a little uncertainly. ‘Drugs of that sort get absorbed into the 
system in time. It’s only a matter of time . . ,’ 

Alix agreed. ‘Of course. I mean, it couldn’t be anything else.’ 

Ajago looked in at the tent door, bent over the pilot critically, 
and got to his feet very pleased. He said something to the girl, beam- 
ing all over his face; she turned to her father. 

‘He’s saying, “I told you so.”’ 

‘Of course, he would say that.’ 

The man said in Danish, ‘It is good. To-morrow one will wake up.’ 
He went out of the tent; when Alix went out later she discovered 
that he had spread a circle of wild garlic on the grass right round 
the tent. 

That night they took turns to sit with the pilot. Alix went to 
sleep after supper and Lockwood stayed with the sick man in the 
tent; at two in the morning the girl came to relieve him. 

She bent over the pilot and looked at him in the dim light of the 
candle lantern. “‘He’s ever so much better, Daddy,’ she said quietly. 
‘He’s got more colour, and he’s warmer. He’s breathing much more 
strongly, too, than when I saw him last. Ought we to try and wake 
him?’ 

The don said, ‘I don’t think so. I should let him sleep it off.’ 
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The girl nodded. ‘All right, Daddy — he’s got plenty to make up. 
You go along and get some sleep yourself. I’ll be all right.’ 

She settled down beside the pilot in the tent; Lockwood went to 
the other tent to sleep. The man lay motionless, his head a little 
on one side, his breathing regular and even. The girl sat by him, deep 
in her own thoughts. From time to time she went out of the tent and 
- threw some wood upon the fire; the night was fine, and still, and © 
_ starry. Over the barren moors and the mountains, over the ice-cap 
and the fiord, a great peace reigned. From time to time she stood 
outside the tent and looked around; in spite of everything she was 
happy. The barren landscape seemed to be a friendly place to her. 
There was nothing bad here, nothing to be afraid of. It was only a 
little strange. 

The half-light became dawn, and then full day. She stayed with 
the pilot until seven o’clock; then her father came to relieve her, 
and they breakfasted. She lay down and slept for a time after that; . 
when she got up at noon and came to see how Ross was getting on 
she found that he was sleeping naturally and lightly. He had turned 
over in his sleep. 

Alix said, ‘What about trying to wake him again now, Daddy?’ 

Her father said, ‘If you like. Perhaps it would be better, if he’s 
going to sleep at all to-night.’ 

The girl knelt down by the bed, and took one of the pilot’s hands 
in her own. Then she leaned across him, and with her other hand 
began to wipe his face with a cold sponge. In a few moments he 
stirred, and opened his eyes. 

He raised himself upon one elbow, still holding her hand, and 
looked her full in the face. ‘This is a good country,’ he said earnestly, 
‘better than Greenland. I will ask Leif to let us stay here when the 
ship goes back, and you will have your children here.’ 

There was a momentary silence. 

The girl forced a laugh. ‘Wake up, Mr Ross,’ she said, a little 
tremulously. ‘You're still asleep.’ She passed the sponge over his 
face again. 

He turned his face away, and stared at the tent wall. ‘Did you say 
I’d been asleep?’ he said after a time. 

Lockwood said, ‘You certainly have.’ 

There was a long, pregnant silence. The man lay motionless and 
silent, raised upon one elbow. At last he said, ‘You’re Miss Alix, 
aren’t you?’ There was a world of disappointment in his voice. 

The girl said in a low tone, ‘I’m Alix, Mr Ross.’ 

He glanced down at the hand that he was still holding in his own, 
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and laughed shortly. ‘I don’t know why we're doing this, Miss Alix.’ 

She coloured a little, and withdrew her hand. The pilot rubbed 
his eyes. ‘I’m sorry if I overslept, sir. What’s the time?’ 

The don said, ‘It’s about twelve o’clock.’ 

Ross said quietly, ‘I’m sorry. If you wouldn’t mind, Miss Alix . . - 
V’ll get up.’ 

She said, ‘Don’t do that, Mr Ross. Not just yet. You’ve not been 
very well. It’s twelve o'clock, but you’ve missed a day. You’ve been 
asleep for thirty-six hours.’ 

He stared at her. ‘More like three weeks, you mean.’ 

The girl shot a swift glance at her father. 

‘Stay quiet in bed for a bit, anyway,’ she said. ‘You're not too fit.’ 

He rubbed a hand across his eyes again. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said quietly. 
‘I don’t know what I meant by talking of three weeks. How long 
did you say I'd been asleep?’ 

‘Thirty-six hours.’ 

They became aware of Ajago in the tent door, beaming all over 
his face. ‘One is awake,’ he said in Danish. ‘I told you so.’ The last 
part of his sentence was familiar to the don by that time, and needed - 
no interpretation. 

The Eskimo left them and began bustling about the fire; when 
Alix went out a few minutes later she found him warming up some 
soup. She took it into the tent and gave it to the pilot to drink. He 
took it obediently, but spoke very little; when he did speak he was 
evidently still confused. Presently Lockwood motioned to his 
daughter, and they moved a short way from the tents. 

‘I’m not going to stay here any longer,’ he said directly. “We'll go 
back to Julianehaab to-morrow — for a time, at any rate.’ 

The girl nodded. “That’s the best thing to do. We can get the doctor 
there, if we still want one.’ 

‘Of course we do. We must get somebody to have a look at him, 
after a bout like this.’ 

The girl said, ‘How are you going to get him to Julianehaab, 
Daddy?’ 

‘He'll have to come in the motor boat with us.’ 

‘Leaving the seaplane here?’ 

“Yes. He can come back and fetch it when he’s well again.’ 

She looked very doubtful. ‘I don’t believe you'll get him to do 
that.’ 

“Well, he can’t fly it in his present state.’ . 

‘He won't take kindly to the idea of leaving it behind. You know 
he won’t.’ 
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They discussed this for some time, and came to no conclusion 
beyond the bare decision to. get back to Julianehaab as soon as pos- 
sible. Presently Lockwood said, ‘Of course, he may be better in the 
morning. He’s bound to be a bit confused at first, I suppose.’ 

He mused for a moment. ‘It was a very odd thing, what he said 
when he woke up. Did you notice that?’ x 

She said very shortly, ‘Yes, I did.’ She had no intention whateyer 
of discussing that matter with her father. She thought he should 
have had more sense. . 

The don was immersed in his own trend of thought. ‘I’m sure he 
said Leif. You heard that, too?’ 

She was a little surprised. ‘Yes —he did say some name like Leif.’ 

Her father said, ‘That’s very curious, you know. It’s not as if 
Leif was a common name.’ 

She did not answer him, being determined to change the subject 
and avoid discussion of what Ross had said. Instead, she suggested 
that they should walk over to the seaplane, which they could see 
‘standing upon the sand across the inlet. 

‘They found the machine in good order; the rise of tide had not 
disturbed it. When ‘they got back to the camp, an hour later, Ross 
was up and dressed. He was much more himself. Alix went over to 
the fire to make tea; Ross walked a little way aside with Lockwood. 

‘I don’t know what to say about-this, sir,’ he said. ‘I really am 
exceedingly sorry.’ 

The don smiled. ‘There’s nothing to be:sorry about. You’ve been 
working a bit too hard.’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘I suppose that’s the truth of it. It’s not been 
very easy to get all the sleep one wanted, this last fortnight.’ 

‘| know — you've had.a very heavy time. By the way, Mr Ross, 
I’ve got those tablets you've been taking. I think I'll keep them for 
a bit.’ 

Ross smiled wryly. ‘I was wondering what had become of them. 
Allright, sir—1 expect they’re better with you than with me. don’t 
‘suppose they really do one any good.’ 

‘T don’t suppose they do. Look, Mr Ross — I've decided to go back 
to Julianehaab. I’m going to stay there for a week at least. We're 
all tired out, and we all need rest. I’m going to-stop.all work now for 
a week, and then we'll see how fit we-are:to come back here again. 
As a matter of fact, the survey’s practically finished. I should :be 
-quite content to. go home now and study ithe air photographs, and 

«come back next year with a digging party.’ 
The pilot thought about it for a minute. ‘I see. You want to.go 
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back to Julianehaab right away?’ 

‘That’s quite definite, Mr Ross.’ . 

The pilot said, ‘All right, sir. If you don’t want to come back here, 
we can finish the survey in a couple of flights from Julianehaab. If _ 
we're going to do that, I'll fly the machine back to-morrow and you 
can go with Miss Lockwood in the motor boat — unless you'd rather 
come with me. That would be better. There’s no point in you sitting 

‘in the boat for all that time.’ 

The don hesitated. ‘One of us should stay with Ajago. As a matter 
of fact, 1 want you to come back with us in the motor boat, Mr Ross. 
You can come over and fetch the machine later on.’ 

Ross stared at him. ‘I can’t do that, Mr Lockwood. We can’t leave 
the seaplane here.’ 

The other faced him. “That’s what I want to do, Mr Ross.’ 

‘But why, sir?’ r 

‘I don’t want you to fly again until you’ve had a good long rest.’ 

The pilot’s lips set mulishly. ‘I’m quite all right. If you think I’m 
not, sir, then I’d rather stay on here for a few days. But I’m not 
going to leave that seaplane here and go away, when I’m responsible 
for it. We paid over twenty-five thousand dollars for that seaplane, 
sir. You can’t leave that amount of money blowing round the 
wilderness.’ 

They argued the point for a few minutes; the don found the pilot 
courteous but entirely stubborn. “With every respect, sir,’ he said, 
‘I know when I’m fit to fly and when I’m not. I don’t want to break 
my bloody neck any more than you want to see me break it. But 
I’m not going to leave that seaplane out here and go back to Juliane- 
haab.’ 

They reached a complete deadlock, abandoned the discussion 
without quarrelling, and had tea. The meal finished, Ross insisted on 
walking over to the other cove to examine the machine himself; he 
took Ajago with him to assist in shoring up the floats, if that were 
necessary. Lockwood and Alix stayed behind in the camp; he told 
her the substance of their discussion. 

She nodded. ‘I knew he'd take it like that. What are you going to 
do, Daddy ?’ 

‘I don’t know. He’s in a very nervous state. If we did stay here 
for a few days doing nothing, I don’t believe he’d rest. He’d always 
be fussing round his aeroplane.’ 

She fully agreed with her father. ‘He’d be much better back at 


Julianehaab under the doctor’s eye. You'll have to let him fly it 
back.’ 
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- ‘He might faint in the air, and kill himself. It’s not a thing to be 
decided lightly.’ 

She bit her lip. ‘I don’t see what else we can do. If he stays here 

he'll only make himself ill again. Look how he’s gone off now.’ 

They stared across the water to the other cove, where Ross and 

Ajago were busy with the seaplane. 

‘It’s a devil,’ said Lockwood. “Whatever we decided to do may 
turn out wrong.’ 

An hour later the pilot returned. Alix went out to meet him on 
the hill. 
‘Good evening, Mr Ross,’ she said. ‘How are you feeling now?’ 

In the calm evening light he stopped by her. ‘I’m right enough, 
Miss Alix,’ he said quietly. ‘Still, I think it’s a good idea for us to go 
back to Julianehaab for a bit. It'll give us time to sort things out.’ 

She nodded. ‘Daddy wants to make a start early to-morrow morn- 
ing. You're going to fly the seaplane back, aren’t you?’ 

The pilot glanced at her. ‘That’s what I was planning to do. But 
Mr Lockwood didn’t seem to think that was a very good idea.’ 

She smiled. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Ross — I’ve had a talk with him, and 
he’s coming round. Let me have another word with him. It’s the only 
thing to do, for you to fly it back. If you’re going to do that, I'd 
like to come too.’ 

He said, ‘Of course, Miss Alix. There’s no point in you sitting in 
the boat for all those hours.’ 

They turned and walked back to the camp. Ross went into his 
tent; the girl went and found her father. ‘I’ve been talking to Mr 
Ross, Daddy,’ she said. ‘You'll have to let him fly the seaplane back 
to-morrow — he’ll never agree to leave it here.’ 

The don said, ‘I suppose he won't.’ 

‘T told him I’d go back in it with him. You won’t mind going alone 
with Ajago?’ 

He was silent for a minute. Then he said quietly, ‘You're all I’ve 
got now, Alix. I want you to feel that your life is your own pro- 
perty. But — don’t go and chuck it away.’ 

She nodded gravely. ‘He must have someone with him,’ she said. 
‘It’s been our expedition, Daddy, and it’s our fault that he’s got into 
this state.’ 

They understood each other perfectly. “You must do as you think 
best,’ he said, a little heavily. ‘If you want to go with him, I wouldn’t 
stand in your way.’ 

_ They spent the evening packing up the stores and photographic 
gear and loading them into the boat, in readiness for an early start. 
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They went to bed early. From time to time throughout the night — 
Lockwood woke and raised himself to look at the pilot; each time — 
he found him awake, lying upon his back, staring at the tent cloth. 
When dawn came and they got up, he said: * 

‘Did you sleep at all?’ 

Ross answered, ‘I think I may have done. Anyway, I’m all right, 
sir!’ 

‘Conveniently, the tide was high at about eight o’clock. They struck 
their camp and loaded everything into the boat; then they motored 
over to the other cove. It took their united efforts to launch the sea- 
plane down to the water again on greased timbers laid beneath the 
floats, but after an hour of heavy work she floated. Ross and Alix 
got into the cabin, and the motor boat towed the machine from the 
cove out into the fiord. Then they started the ee and cast off. 

Lockwood stood tensely watching from the boat. The seaplane 
taxied a little way away and headed into wind. The engine roared 
out, the white feathery spray flew sideways from the floats and she 
made a perfect take-off, circled around, and took a direct line for 
Julianehaab. 

The don relaxed. ‘Get along now,’ he said to Ajago. ‘As quickly 
as you can.’ 

Three quarters of an hour later the seaplane swept over Juliane- 
haab in a wide gliding turn, flattened out close above the surface 
of the harbour, and made a good landing. She lost way upon the 
water and came to a standstill, with the engine ticking over slowly. 
The pilot dropped his hands from the wheel, and turned to the girl 
beside him with a faint smile. 

‘I know why you came on this trip, Miss Alix,’ he said. ‘I’d like to 
say “thank you” before it gets cold.’ 

She said, ‘Don’t be absurd.’ 

He leaned across and slapped the trouser pocket of her overall. His 
touch gave her an unreasonable thrill. “What’s that bottle in your 
pocket ?’ 

She said, ‘It’s my smelling salts, Mr Ross.’ She pulled it out and 
showed it to him. 

‘I suppose you brought that along in case you felt a little faint.’ 
He prodded the bulge in her other pocket. ‘What’s this one?’ He 
pulled it out. ‘Oh, I see— brandy. I suppose that was to pour over 
your plum pudding.’ 

She laughed. ‘I always take that with me when I travel.’ 

‘Surely,’ he said. ‘In case the engine-driver gets sick.’ 

There was a momentary silence. 
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‘I hope Ill never be so foolish as to fly when I’m not fit to fly,’ he 
said. ‘But you couldn’t know the ins and outs of that.’ 

He turned the seaplane and taxied in towards the beach where he 
had overhauled her before leaving for Brattalid. ‘Tide’s falling,” he 
said. ‘If we’re going to be here for a week I'll put her up on shore at 

once. Maybe we can get her right out, up above high-water mark.’ 

He stopped the engine, and the floats grounded on the sand. A 
few men came running down towards them; Alix and Ross got down 
on to the float and jumped on shore. An hour later the machine had 
been pulled safely above high-water mark and firmly pegged down. 

They carried their sleeping-bags up to the house, unlocked it,.and 
dumped them on the beds. Then Alix said: 

“We're going to see the doctor now.’ 

Ross hesitated. ‘I don’t think that’s necessary, Miss Alix.’ 

She said, ‘I do. If my father arrives to-night and finds you haven’t 
seen the doctor, I don’t think he’ll be very pleased. You can’t pass 
out for thirty-six hours and do nothing about it. Be sensible.’ 

He said reluctantly, ‘All right. When do you want to go?’ 

‘Now.’ , 

She walked with him to the doctor’s house and made him wait 
outside while she told the doctor what had happened. He listened 
carefully to her story. ‘So,’ he said. ‘Your father has the bottle of the 
Troxigin? Good. I think that is a very bad drug. I will take it from 
him when he comes. Now, I will make examination of Herr Ross.’ 

Twenty minutes later he said to Ross, putting on his shirt, ‘For 
three days you stay in bed, not less. I will tell the Froken your food, 
but in bed you must stay. When you have learned to sleep again, 
we will allow you to get up.’ 

He called in Alix and gave her instructions about diet. Presently 
they were back again in the hut, Ross peevish and irritable. 

‘Pack of damn nonsense,’ he muttered. 

The strain of the work in the camp, and the strain of their relation- 

ship, had made its mark upon the girl as well as on the pilot. She 
said, ‘It’s no good going on like that, Mr Ross. You've got to get 
to bed and stay there. I’m going up to the farm now to fetch some 
milk. You’d better get to bed while I’m away.’ 

He said irritably, ‘I’ll lie down after lunch.’ 

She swung round on him angrily. ‘Look, Mr Ross. My father’s 
come here at a great expense to do a job of work. That’s all been 
knocked on the head now, because you’ve gone and got ill. It seems 
to me, the least you can do is to carry out the doctor’s orders and 

get well, so that my father can go on with his work.’ She picked up 
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the milk-can. ‘I’m going up to the farm now. While I’m away I hope © 
you'll have the sense to get to bed.’ 

She walked out of the house and slammed the door. When she 
came back with the milk she found the pilot had arranged his sleep- 
ing-bag upon the bench and was lying in it in pyjamas, motionless 
and staring at the ceiling. 

Relations were a little strained between them. She gave him bread 
and milk for lunch, following the doctor’s orders; he ate a little of — 
it, but soon lit a cigarette. Then, hoping that he would sleep if she ~ 
- left him alone, she went out and up to the governor’s house to 
report. She stayed there all the afternoon with the governor and 
his wife; they gave her coffee and little cakes to eat. In the late 
afternoon she went back to the house. 

Ross was still lying in his bag, in practically the same position as — 
he had been when she left him. She crossed over and sat down on 
the bench by him. ‘Sleep at all?’ she asked. 

He shook his head. ‘I don’t feel that I’ll ever want to sleep again.’ 
Now that the strain of the work was no longer on him he felt © 
listless, drained of all energy and initiative, but he did not want 
to sleep. 

The girl said comfortingly, “You'll sleep all right to-night. You 
get a cup of Ovaltine now, and some bread and butter.’ 

‘I don’t want that, Miss Alix.’ 

She was silent for a moment. He sounded lonely and unhappy, 
quite different from his normal manner. It struck her then that there 
was more in his illness than mere physical fatigue; she was sorry 
that she had spoken sharply to him earlier in the day. And searching 
for a panacea, she said: 

‘When did you write to Aunt Janet last, Mr Ross?’ 

He wrinkled his brows. ‘Aunt Janet? I forget. Not since Reykjavik, 
I don’t think.’ 

“What a shame! Would you like to write a cable to her now? 
I could take it up to the wireless station, and get it off to-night.’ 

He roused himself. ‘It’s awfully good of you, Miss Alix. I’d better 
send her one. Could you pass me over that pad, and the pencil?’ 

She sat on his bed and watched him draft the cable. It read: 


SURVEY NEARLY FINISHED STAYING FEW DAYS HERE BEFORE 
RETURNING. DONALD. 


The girl expostulated with him. ‘You can’t just send it like that, 
Mr Ross. Send her your love, at any rate.’ 
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He smiled. ‘She'd never forgive me if I spent money cabling that.’ 
_ ‘Tll never forgive you if you don’t.’ She took the pad from him, 
and added: 


ALL MY LOVE AND BEST WISHES FROM LOCKWOODS WILL SEE 
YOU BEFORE LONG, 


He laughed. ‘She’ll have a fit.’ 

‘Probably do her good. Here’s your Ovaltine, Mr Ross. I’ll take 
this up and send it off at once.’ 

She left the house and walked up to the wireless station; when 
she returned she found that he had drunk the Ovaltine and eaten 
all the bread and butter. 

At Guildford, Aunt Janet had the novel experience of being rung 
up on the telephone that Donald had installed, to have her telegram 

read out to her at ten o'clock at night. It was too late that night for 
her to do more than ponder the matter, and set the new cable up on 
the kitchen mantelpiece beside the one from Reykjavik, now grow- 
ing rather dirty. But at nine o’clock next morning she was at the 
post office inquiring the cost of a wireless message from a place 
called Julianehaab. 

After a good deal of research they told her it was one and seven- 
pence a word. 

‘Land sakes alive,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Over a pound -—a 
pound and sevenpence for that last sentence. Donald must be daft, 
or he’s in love.’ But she was very pleased. It was as if he had spent 
that much money on a present for her. The confirmation copy had 
arrived when she got home; she carried it with her in her bag for 
weeks. 

Lockwood landed from the motor boat at about eight o’clock, 
relieved to see the seaplane in one piece upon the beach. He left 
Ajago to get some help to bring the gear up to the house, and went 
on himself. Alix came to meet him from the house, and told him 
briefly what had happened. 

They gave the pilot some more Ovaltine and a milk pudding 
when they had supper, and another bow] of bread and milk at half 
past ten when they prepared for bed. The girl said cheerfully, “You 
ought to sleep now, after all this milk.’ 

Ross said, ‘I ought to, but I shan’t.’ 

As before, Alix slept in the inner room, screened from the main 
part of the hut by a matchboarding partition without a door. The 

‘men slept at the other end of the main room. Lockwood laid out 
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me a call if you want anything,’ he said. 

At one o’clock he woke, raised himself, and looked at the other 
in the dim light. Ross was lying wide awake upon his back. He 
turned his head and looked at the don. 

Lockwood said, ‘Have you been to sleep at all?’ 

‘Not yet. Don’t worry about me, sir. I’m all right.’ 

The don sat up. ‘You’d better have another cup of Ovaltine.’ 

‘I don’t want that, sir.’ 

Lockwood got out of his bag and pulled on trousers over his 
pyjamas. ‘You'd better have it. I’ll have one myself. No— you stay 
where you are.’ 

He busied himself with cups, and lit the Primus stove. Alix, behind 
her matchboarding partition, woke at the noise of the stove, heard 
the men talking, and realized what was happerting. There was no 
need for her to get up; she lay quiet in her bag, listening to their 
conversation. 

Lockwood, busy with the stove, said carelessly, ‘Do you know 
anyone called Leif, Mr Ross?’ 

The pilot did not answer for a moment. Then he said quietly, 
‘Why do you ask that?’ 

The other said, ‘It’s not really a fair question. But you said some- 
thing about Leif when you were ill, when you were waking up. I was 
wondering if he was somebody you knew.’ 

Ross did not answer. Presently Lockwood poured the hot milk into 
the mugs, stirred in the Ovaltine, and carried the mugs over to the 
sleeping-bench. He gave one to the pilot, and got back into bed him- 
self with the other. 

They sat waiting for the drink to cool. ‘I had the hell of a dream,’ 
the pilot said presently. ‘A chap called Leif came into it.’ 

Lockwood nodded. ‘Do you dream much?’ 

‘T don’t dream at all, in the ordinary way. I suppose it’s all that 
stuff that I was taking.’ 

‘Very likely. What sort of a man was this Leif?’ 

‘Oh, he was a grand chap. A great big man, with yellow hair, very 
kind, and very straightforward. He could do everything better than 
anyone else.’ 

“Who was he?’ 

‘I don’t know who he was.’ 

‘Can you remember anything else about him?’ 

The pilot said, ‘I can remember everything. If I could draw I 
could do you his portrait — now.’ 
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his sleeping-bag beside the pilot, undressed, and got into it. ‘Give 
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‘The don asked, ‘Where did he live?’ 

Ross laughed shortly. ‘That’s the funny part about dreams. They 
all get mixed up with real things, that you’ve seen yourself. I thought 
he lived in that cove where we camped, beside the stream.’ 

‘Did he live in a tent, like us?’ . 

‘No — there was a farm there, where the ruins are. A lot of little 
stone houses, with wooden thatched roofs. It was a pretty squalid 
sort of set-up, altogether.’ 

The don sipped his Ovaltine. ‘What were the windows of the 
houses made of?’ he asked, with apparent carelessness. 

‘Some part of the guts of a cow. A sort of membrane, stretched on 
a wooden frame. It let the light in fairly well.’ 

‘Were all these houses dwelling-houses?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘They were mostly outbuildings for the 
cattle. I suppose fifty or sixty people lived there. But they all slept 
about in the cow-houses or anywhere — there was only the one proper 
‘house. I had a corner in the hayloft. A lot of us slept up there.’ 

Lockwood asked, ‘Do you remember who you were, or any other 
details?’ 

Ross said, ‘I remember everything.’ 

He turned to the don. ‘In my dreams, the ones that I can remember, 
silly things have always happened. Foolish things — you know. But 
nothing like that happened in this one. It was all so —so real.’ 

‘Bad dreams are like that sometimes. Was it very distressing ?’ 

The pilot said softly, ‘Not until it came to an end.’ 

The older man sipped his Ovaltine again. ‘If you can’t sleep, tell 
me about it.’ 

Ross said, ‘I can’t sleep because of it. 1 can’t stop thinking about 
it, all the time. If I tell it to you, do you think it will put it out of 
my mind for a bit?’ 

Lockwood said gently, ‘It’s worth trying.’ 

The pilot said, ‘This man Leif, who lives in the house. | thought 
that I was one of his slaves. My name was Haki.’ 

Behind her matchboarding the girl lay listening, wide awake. 


CHAPTER NINE 


He thought that he had not always been a slave. In his dreams he 
could remember the hovel that he had lived in with his parents and 
his brothers, a rough shelter made of stones and turf upon the edge 
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of a sea loch in a barren land of grey skies and heather. They had 
a few sheep, and they had a crazy boat made of skins stretched over 
a light wooden frame; they used this for fishing. 

He did not know how old he was, or how long he had lived in that 
place before the ship came. It was an enormous double-ended ship, 
built like an open boat but over a hundred feet in length. It had a 
short mast with a square sail brailed up on a yard; it had oars to 
row it, and it was manned by about thirty huge men with fair hair, 
the biggest men that he had ever seen. 

He was out fishing in the boat alone; as he came homewards round 
the point and opened up the bay in which they lived he saw the 
ship upon the beach before their house, and the men swarming over 
everything. He stopped rowing to watch, and saw his parents and 
his brothers flying up the hillside, far outdistancing the blond giants 
in pursuit of them. And then he saw another thing. The men were 
driving all their sheep down to the beach, picking them up, and 
heaving them on board the ship. 

He dashed on shore in a blind fury, armed with a heavy stick. 
They must not be allowed to take the sheep. He struck at one of 
the men; with the greatest ease the giant twisted the stick from his 
grasp and pinned his hands. Then they bound his arms behind him 
with a leather thong, and put him on the ship with the sheep. 

There were other people on the ship in similar condition to him- 
self, and other sheep. Presently the ship was pushed off from the 
beach, the grey woollen sail was dropped down from the yard, and 
she began to cruise along the shore before the wind. His captors 
undid his arms and offered food and water, but he would not take 
either. He could not understand a word they said to him. 

He could understand what the other captives said, but they spoke 
very little. He learned from them that the blond men had come in 
the ship from Norway. Most of them seemed to take their position 
philosophically; the younger they were, the more they fretted and 
refused food. 

Amongst them there was a girl with fair hair, about sixteen years 
of age; her name was Hekja. She sat crouched down among the 
sheep, refusing everything, silent and alert; all day she watched the 
land. He did not speak to her, but he knew instinctively that she 
was ready for any chance to escape, however desperate. 

When night came the blond men gave them skin rugs to put over 
them, to keep them warm. 

He did not know how long they were in the boat — two or three 
days perhaps. There came a morning when the ship approached the 
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shore, to cut grass for the sheep. Beneath the cover of the animals 
_ he stretched out his foot furtively, touched the girl’s toe, and 
glanced towards the shore. As the keel grated on the sand they were 
over the side like lightning, and running up the beach pursued by 
the most agile of the Norsemen. 

The girl was as nimble as he, and a better runner. They went up 
the cliff like a couple of monkeys and set off together in a steady 
lope over the hill. The Norsemen gave up the pursuit when they 
had covered a mile, gasping and panting in their rough grey woollen 
clothes. As they stood sweating they watched the fugitives far above 
on the hillside nearly two miles away. 

‘Bad luck to lose them,’ one of them remarked. ‘Runners like 
that would have been a good present for the King.’ 

Some time later the fugitives stopped running, hardly out of 
breath. They seemed to be safe from pursuit. Haki stared about him 
with a growing concern. He could not yet see what lay beyond the 
hill, but it began to look as though they were on an island, and an 
uninhabited and barren place at that. 

They went on, and an hour later knew the worst. They were on 
an island without beasts, or people, or anything to eat except the 
grass. Far below them they could see the vessel on the beach and the 
men spread out on the hillside cutting grass; they saw the smoke 
of a camp fire from the beach. 

They wandered about all day at a safe distance, finding no food 
except a few shellfish. They were desperately hungry, having eaten 
practically nothing since their capture. When night fell they found 
a little cave and huddled together in it for warmth; in spite of that 
they were numb and stiff with cold when morning came. They had 
no means of warming themselves or making a fire, nor any hope 
of anything to eat barring the mussels on the rocks. 

Far below them they could see the ship still on the beach, and the 
smoke of the fire. 

Haki said, ‘This is a bad island, with no food. It is better in the 
ship.’ 

The girl said desperately, ‘I will not go back.’ 

He said, ‘If we do not go back, we shall die.’ 

Presently they were walking slowly down towards the ship. The 
Norsemen saw them, and a man came towards them alone, carrying 
a lump of cooked meat still savoury and warm from the fire. They 
took it from him and ate it ravenously. 

Presently the ship put to sea again; they were content to go with 
- it. The men were kind to them and gave them good food and a cup 
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of ale to drink; their break-away had marked them out from the 
other captives as slaves who were of value for their spirit. 

After a voyage lasting for two days they landed in Norway. Haki 
and Hekja were separated from the other slaves and put to work 
on a farm, where they served in some manner as sheep-dogs to the 
herds of cattle that strayed across the moors. With this occupation 
their powers of running developed remarkably. From time to time 
high-born people came to the farm from the town; then the runners 
would be brought out and put to test. They rather liked these days. 
It was child’s play to them to cover fifty miles in a day across a 
trackless countryside; they ran steadily and lightly side by side all 
the day through. They carried nothing, and wore a minimum of 
clothing for the latitude. On arrival in the country they had been 
given material for clothes, white woollen vadmal, white for slavery. 
This they had worked up into a single garment, a white trousered 
overall with a hood that could be thrown back on the shoulders, 
open down the sides beneath the arms. It was the only sort of gar- 
ment they knew how to make; it interested the Norsemen very 
much. They wore nothing else. The long slits beneath the arm-holes 
made it well ventilated and cool for running; when at rest they could 
button up these slits. 

Their hair had been cut short as a sign that they were slaves, and 
they ran in bare feet. When on a journey they ate nothing and drank 
very little. On one occasion they covered seventy miles between 
dawn and. dusk of a summer day. 

This went on for eight or nine months. Then they were taken into 
town, to the King’s Hall. The throng of people and the magnificence 
of everything left them frightened and confused; in this state they 
came before the King Olaf. He was talking to the man they later 
came to know as Leif. 

‘Lord,’ said the man who had brought them from the farm, ‘these 
are the runners.’ 

The King looked them up and down with interest. ‘So. What 
country are you from?’ 

They were too scared to answer him. Even if they had not been 
scared they could not have answered, for they did not know. 

The man said, ‘Lord, they are from Scotland.’ 

The King said, ‘So— they are Scots. Can they speak our language?’ 

‘They understand it, Lord, but they speak it with difficulty. When 
they are frightened they become dumb, and they are frightened 
now.’ 


The King said, ‘You have nothing to fear from us.’ 
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They did not believe him; he was too powerful. 

The King turned to the man Leif. ‘These are the runners,’ he said. 
‘I give them to you. They can run further and faster than anybody 
in the world. Take them with you in your ship, and use them to 
explore your new colony. | have forgotten the name.’ 

Leif said, ‘Lord, we want to call it Greenland.’ 

‘Is it, then, so green and fertile?’ 

Leif hesitated. ‘In summer, Lord, there are meadows in the south- 
west of the country where cattle may pasture. But most of the 
country is a field of ice.’ 

The King frowned. ‘A bad name for such a place.’ 

The man said, ‘Lord, Iceland was called by a true name and 
people are afraid to go there, because of the ice. My father Erik 
wants people to come to our country, and so he asks your grace to 
call it Greenland.’ 

For a moment the King pondered this; then he burst into a great 
bellow of laughter, with all his court. It seemed to them to be a very 
subtle joke. The runners stood bewildered, and more frightened 
than ever. They had understood a great deal of the conversation, 
and saw nothing funny in it. They could not understand these people 
at all. They shrank a little closer together as the laughter roared 
about them. 

They were taken away and lodged in a stable in the town. The 
bustle and confusion, and the many people thronging round and 
looking at their clothes, upset them; they were unhappy and refused 
to eat. On the second day Leif came to look them over. 

He spoke slowly to them, using simple words that they could 
understand. ‘So,’ he said kindly. ‘You ate nothing yesterday. What 
is the matter? You have nothing to fear.’ 

Hekja crouched down and shrank away from the great bulk of 
the man. Haki plucked up courage. ‘Lord,’ he said in his uncouth 
dialect, ‘the people come and laugh at-us.’ 

This big man nodded with understanding; he had had much to 
do with animals. ‘This is not a good place for you. In a month we 
go by ship to my colony in Greenland. Would you like to go back 
to the farm until we sail?’ 

Haki said, ‘Lord, we were happy on the farm.’ 

Leif turned away. ‘You shall go back until I send for you.’ 

They were taken back to the same farm and resumed their old 
life, herding the cattle. In a month they were taken to the ship. It 
was a larger ship than the one in which they had come from Scot- 
- Jand. It was double-ended and open like a huge ship’s lifeboat; it had 
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a beam of fully twenty feet, with massive sweeps for rowing in a 
calm. It had one great mast carrying a yard and a squaresail that 
could be trimmed to the wind, and reefed; at the bow the stem rose 
high above the sheer line of the hull, carved like a dragon’s head. 
It drew about six feet of water. There were no decks, but amidships 
there was a pitched roof like a house which formed a shelter for 
the perishable goods. There was a leather sleeping-bag for every- 
one on board. The bottom of the ship was covered with flat slabs of 
stone carried as ballast; towards the stern these were heaped together 
for a fireplace. 

In this ship they sailed from Norway. They touched at several 
islands, and were at sea for a long time. At last they came to pack 
ice and pressed through it, rowing the ship and forcing through the 
ice. Finally they sighted land, rounded a cape and coasted on a 
little way until they entered a fiord and came to. the farmhouse in 
the cove. 

Many people came down to meet them, made them welcome, 
and helped them to unload the ship. The ship itself was pulled up 
from the sea on rollers laid beneath the keel and a rough shelter was 
built over it. 

Haki and Hekja were put to work with the cattle as they had in 
Norway, running with verbal messages from time to time between 
the settlements. They were always sent together, in case one had 
an accident remote from any help. 

They lived there two years. 


All this formed the background for the pilot’s dream, his memory 
of what had happened to him. But at the beginning he thought that 
he had driven two young heifers from the meadow down to the 
byre at the farmhouse on the cove, and Tyrker had seen him, and 
had said that Leif wanted him in the house. 

This Tyrker was a German. He had been a slave of Leif’s father, 
Erik, and had brought up Leif as a boy. He was now an old man 
and had been freed by Erik a long time before. He worked as a sort 
of foreman on the farm. He was a very small old man, with a pro- 
minent forehead, small features, and restless eyes, but Leif thought 
the world of him. He was supposed to be very wise. 

Haki went into the house, following Tyrker. Inside, a sleeping- 
bench ran the whole length of the house dividing it in two, raised 
about two feet from the floor. Leif was sitting on a low stool, on 
the bench. Tyrker got up and stood behind him; the runner stood 
upon the floor beneath them, as was fitting. He had long lost his 
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early fear of Leif; it had been succeeded by a dog-like devotion and 
_ respect. 

Leif said, ‘Haki. You have heard the story that Bjarni saw a 
country west from here, where there was timber?’ 

Haki said, ‘Yes, Lord.’ It had been common talk since Bjarni’s 
ship had arrived. Sailing from Iceland Bjarni had contrived to miss 
Greenland altogether and had sailed about for weeks, angry, 
bewildered, and suspecting sorcery. He had seen land several times 
but none of it was like Greenland; being a single-minded man he 
had forbidden his men to land, and had sailed back upon his course 
to look for Iceland again. He had thus reached his destination, south- 
west Greenland. 

Leif said explosively, ‘Well, Bjarni saw a new country with woods, 
with great tall trees. And if you please, he did not go on shore! He 
might have brought a cargo back with him, and he did not. I think 
he is a fool.’ 

Haki could understand his master’s irritation. They were badly 
hampered by a shortage of timber. The only trees in Greenland were 
weak, stunted birches. They could build houses with stone walls of . 
almost any height, but for the roof-beams they had to depend upon 
imported wood. 

The runner understood this very well. He ventured, ‘With big 
trees we could build a big cow-house.’ 

Leif nodded. ‘That is right. We can build proper houses if we 
get the timber for the roofs. We can build small boats — ships, even. 
This summer I am going in a ship to find that timber in the lands 
that Bjarni saw, and bring a cargo of it back.’ 

Haki said, ‘Lord, how will you ever find the lands that Bj arnj saw ? 
There are no landmarks on the sea.’ 

Leif smiled. ‘I have bought Bjarni’s ship,’ he said. ‘The ship will 
show me where the lands are, for it has been there before.’ 

The runner was amazed at this sagacity. These people thought 
of everything. Of course, the dragon on the ship would know. 

The Norseman said, ‘I want you to come in the ship with me, with 
Hekja. If there are new lands to be found I must send reports back 
to the King, and you can run across the land and tell me what it is 
like.’ 

‘Lord, we can do that,’ 

Leif said, ‘Think well, and talk it over with Hekja. This voyage 
will be difficult and dangerous; I do not even know where we are 
going. We may meet with hard times. I will take no one with me 
- upon such a voyage who is not a willing volunteer. No man shall 
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say to me, when hard times come, that I have forced him into it.’ 

The runner was silent. He did not fully understand this reasoning. 

‘So, Haki,’ said the Norseman, ‘I say this: You are one with Hekja; 
I will not take one of you alone. If you two want to stop here when 
the ship goes, you may do so. But if you wish to come with me, and 
if you do good work, then when we return here you shall be free 
people. I will set you free, and I will give you land to farm for your- 
selves, and beasts to start you off. I will do this for you if you 
decide to come with me, but you must talk to Hekja first.’ 

The runner’s eyes gleamed. ‘Lord, I would have come with you 
anyway, but for these gifts I would follow you through hell.’ 

The big man smiled. Behind him Tyrker stooped and whispered 
something in his ear. Presently Leif said, ‘There is another thing. 
I will have no unattached maid in my ship, for when men are far 
distant from their wives they will quarrel over her, and fight. Are 
you and Hekja lovers? Do you sleep with her?’ 

The runner said, ‘Lord, she does not think about such things yet. 
Besides, she sleeps with the women.’ 

The Norseman threw his head right back and roared with laughter, 
rocking with merriment upon his stool. Haki stood looking at him, 
utterly bewildered. He had grown to like and to admire these men, 
but he could never understand what made them laugh. 

Leif calmed himself, and said, ‘So. Before we sail Hekja must be 
betrothed to you, and I shall be the witness. If anyone wants to 
break that betrothal he must fight with me, and I shall slay him, 
under our law. In that way I can keep my crew in order,’ 

“Yes, Lord.’ 

‘Go along now, and have a talk with Hekja. Come back to-night 
and tell me whether you want to go with me, or to stay here as 
slaves.’ He made a gesture of dismissal. 

Haki went to find Hekja. She was on the haystack pitching hay 
down to the ground before she carried it into the cow-house; he 
called to her and she slipped down from the stack and came towards 
him, very lovely in his eyes. He told her what Leif had said. 

‘If we go with him and if we please him with our running, he will 
make us free, and he will give us our own land to farm, and cows 
of our own. We should be free people then, like everyone else.’ He 
glanced at her, short-haired in the sunlight, in her single overall. 
“You would be able to let your hair grow long, and wear fine clothes 
and ornaments like other free women.’ 

She said, ‘All this is very good, Haki.’ 

He plunged awkwardly into the difficult part. ‘If we go, Leif says 
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that you must be betrothed to me, in case other men, far from their 
wives, come after you and fight with each other.’ He hesitated, and 
then said, ‘This is for order in the ship. We can break the betrothal 
when we get back, if you don’t want to marry.’ 

Her eyes softened, and she said gently, ‘I don’t want to marry 
anyone yet, Haki. But we are the same people and we think the 
same way. I would rather marry you than any of these people.’ 

She had never become accustomed to the Norsemen as he had 
done. She had never settled down to her new life. 

He knew how she felt. ‘Perhaps if we please him, Leif will give 
us land right away on the outskirts where we can live in our own 
way.’ 

She said earnestly, ‘That would be very, very good.’ 

Preparations for the voyage went ahead quickly. The shed over 
Bjarni’s ship was pulled down, and the ship was overhauled and 
recaulked. Then it was launched down to the still water of the cove 
on rollers. Stones for the ballast were gathered from the hill above 
the cove. Provisioning did not take long. Leif picked a crew of 
thirty-one good men from the settlement, great husky fellows chosen 
principally for their skill in battle. He also arranged that Tyrker 
should go with them. 

It was originally intended that the expedition should be led by 
Leif’s father, Erik, the grand old man of the settlement who lived 
in Brattalid. Everybody was in agreement that success must come to 
any expedition which he led; the least enthusiastic of them all was 
Erik. In his youth he had been a wild berserker with bright red hair, 
invincible in battle and a danger to all sober, honest men, par- 
ticularly if they had attractive wives. He had been outlawed on 
Iceland and kicked out, and had sailed away to find and to establish 
his new colony, Greenland. Now he was old and tired, and not at 
all inclined to face another expedition. 

Fortune was kind to him. The day before the expedition was to 
start he rode over on a horse to see the ship; the horse threw him, 
and he sprained his ankle. It was good enough. He said to Leif, “This 
is an omen. I am not meant to discover any more lands. You go, 
and lead in my place.’ With that he got upon his horse and went 
back home. 

They started one bright, sunny morning. The ship was on the 
beach with the tide rising; men swarmed about her, putting on the 
perishable stores. In the crowd Leif saw Haki and Hekja carrying 
their sleeping-bags on board, and stopped them with a sudden cry. 

‘You Scots, come over here.’ 
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They dropped their bedding in the bows of the ship and came to 
him on the sand. There was a pause in the work; the men looked 
at them with interest. 

Leif roared out, ‘Hear, everyone!’ Work stopped completely; the 
men turned to him. ‘A betrothal!’ 

They looked on curiously. Slaves were not normally betrothed 
at all but bred like cattle, but then it was not usual to take slaves on 
voyages like this one. Leif was doing them an honour; probably he 
meant to set them free some day. 

Leif said, ‘Take her hand, Haki. Do you know what to say?’ 

He took her hand. ‘No, Lord.’ . 

‘Well, say this after me, and shout it out so that everyone can 
hear you, “I name Leif as witness that you, Hekja, betroth yourself 
to me, Haki, in lawful betrothal, with handshaking, without fraud 
or tricks.’ ek 

He said the words aloud; Hekja said nothing. There was an inter- 
ested murmur from the men. 

Leif cried, ‘Now listen to me, all of you. This woman belongs to 
this man, and I am witness to the lawful betrothal. If anyone thinks 
differently at any time, he can come and talk to me, and he knows 
what he will get. Now, get on with your work, all the lot of you.’ 

There was a laugh, and the men turned to their work again. Pre- 
sently the ship was rowed out from the cove, the sail was hoisted, 
and she crept down the fiord to the sea. . 

They sailed northwards for a day or two along the coast; then they 
headed out to the west. They had no compass; they steered by the 
sun and stars when they could see them, by the colour of the water 
and the run of the waves, and by the feel of the wind. At midday 
each day, when it was calm and sunny, Leif and Tyrker made a 
curious ceremony, which Haki took to be a rite of their religion. 
They laid the ship carefully at right angles to the sun and measured 
the length of the shadow of the gunwale on the middle thwart. This 
thwart had marks carved upon it, made on Bjarni’s previous voyage 
with runic letters carved against the marks. Sometimes when the 
shadow of the gunwale fell exactly on a certain mark, Leif seemed 
very pleased. Only Leif and Tyrker seemed to understand this 
ceremony; it was a very high and holy matter. The men said 
that the dragon told them which way to sail when they were 
doing this. 

Presently they came to land. It was a bleak barren country with 
no trees and no grass, a land of flat rocks leading up to the ice moun- 
tains. They anchored off it and launched a small boat that they car- 
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_ ried; Leif went on shore with Tyrker and a couple of men. They 
came back after an hour or two. 

‘It is a bad land and no use to us,’ said Leif. “We will not stay here 
any longer. But I think this is the place that Bjarni came to last of 
all. I shall call it Stoneland. At any rate, we’ve landed on it, which 
is more than Bjarni did.’ 

With a northerly wind they sailed southwards down the land for 
two days and nights, keeping well off the shore but with the land in 
sight on their right hand. On the morning of the third day they saw 
that the character of the country had changed; it was now covered 
with forest and there were no more ice mountains. It was a level 
wooded land, with broad stretches of white sand. 

The wind failed them, and they rowed into the shore, stopping 
at noon for the midday ceremony of the shadow of the gunwale on 
the thwart. Leif and Tyrker discussed this for a long time. Then they 
rowed on and dropped anchor in a little bay with a beach; again Leif 
and Tyrker went on shore together. 

They came back presently. “This is a better place,’ Leif said, ‘and 
here is all the timber that we need. We will come back later and 
load up the cargo, and explore the country. But now, while this good 
weather lasts, we will go on and see what other new things we can 
find.’ 

They called that country Woodland; and sailed on. Before long 
they came to a cape, and followed the land around. After that they 
sailed on west or south-west, before a north-east wind. 

For some days they were out of sight of land. There was little to 
be done except to steer the ship before the wind, which Leif did 
most of the time. The rest of them sat about busy with various crafts, 
or slept. One afternoon Tyrker produced a chisel and a mallet, and 
began chipping at one of the stones of the ballast. 

Haki watched him with interest. Then he asked, “What are you 
doing, Father ?’ 

The old German told him, ‘In Norway I learned how to put words 
upon a stone, so those that come afterwards may see what I have 
said.’ 

Haki thought about this for a time. Then he said, ‘That is very 
wonderful, but not much good. To understand the words needs some- 
body as wise as you, and there is nobody like that upon the ship.’ 

Tyrker said, ‘That is true. But Leif also knows this art, which I 
am practising to keep my hand in.’ 

Haki might have guessed as much. Leif could do everything. 

The German chipped on industriously for a quarter of an hour. 
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Then he laid his chisel down and blew the dust off the stone, rubbing 
his hand across the marks. ‘There,’ he said to the runner. ‘Look at 
that. Those marks mean Haki. That is your name.’ 


The Scot looked at them, and touched them with his finger | 


gingerly. They were cut deep and well. 
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He smiled. ‘This is a great wonder. A wise man coming afterwards 
would find my name.’ He was very pleased. 

The men crowded around, admiring the work and fingering the 
marks. Leif noticed them from his position at the helm; a faint frown 
crossed his brow. The leader must excel in everything. He gave the 
steering oar to a man that he could trust, and came down to the 
body of the ship. He stooped and felt the inscription. ‘It is well cut, 
my foster father,’ he said. “Give me the mallet and the chisel, and 
let me see if I can still recall the craft.’ 

He squatted down beside the stone and hammered away indus- 
triously for a time. Then he rubbed the dust out of the grooves. 
‘There,’ he said, and they all crowded round to look. 
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Someone asked, ‘Lord, what does it mean?’ 

Tyrker. said, ‘I understand the meaning, Lord. It is Hekja.’ 

There was a murmur of applause; the stone was fingered and 
examined most minutely. Everyone could see that Leif’s carvings 
were bigger and deeper than Tyrker’s. Moreover, the word itself 
was longer. They had the right leader, no doubt about it. 

Presently the men dispersed a little; Haki drew Hekja over to the 
stone and showed her the carvings. He explained to her. ‘These cuts 
mean my name, and these cuts mean yours. Leif has just done it.’ 

She fingered the marks, trying to understand the wonder. Crouch- 
ing down by the stone, she raised her eyes to Leif. ‘Lord, are these 
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He smiled down at her, towering over them. ‘So, Haki and Hekja. 
Your names are now together, for as long as this stone shall endure.’ 

She stared up at him, and the pieces of the puzzle fell together in 
her mind. So that was what it meant! She turned to Haki. ‘Are we 
married now?’ 

There was a great burst of laughter from the crew. She shrank 
down as the laughter roared and beat about her; her eyes filled with 
tears. “Why are they laughing, Haki? What is this all about?’ 

He touched her hand, and spoke to her quietly in Gaelic. ‘Don’t 
let them see you crying — they’ll only laugh more. I don’t think they 
meant it as a marriage.’ 

The Norsemen were still laughing; jokes as rich and rare as this 
one did not often come their way on board a ship. Hekja said, angry 
and half crying, ‘But that’s what he said! He said our names would 
be together as long as the stone lasted. That means for ever. Stones 
don’t rot away.’ 

Haki said doubtfully, ‘I don’t think they meant it like that. I don’t 
believe that is the way they doa marriage.’ 

‘It’s as good a way as any other.’ They were still speaking in 
Gaelic. ‘Haki—I hate these people. I can’t make out their customs, 
and they’re always laughing at us. Can’t we get away?’ 

He touched her hand again. ‘Don’t talk about that now — someone 
may understand. Besides, Leif is a good man, and he’s promised that 
we Shall be free.’ 

She said, ‘I hate them when they laugh.’ 

For the rest of the day she was tearful and upset, but she would not 
leave the stone alone. She sat crouched down in the bottom of the 
ship with her eyes fixed on it; when it grew dark she crept over to 
it and laid out her sleeping-bag beside it, so that she could feel the 
indentation of the letters with her fingers in the night. It suddenly 
became her best thing, displacing all her few possessions in her pre- 
ference. Her name and Haki’s were together on that stone, for as 
long as the stone should last. That meant for ever. It was mystical, 
and wonderful, and comforting to her. 

They sailed on for another day. Then in the morning they saw 
land quite close to them, a low-lying sandy point directly ahead. 
They sailed to the east of it and found that it stretched on ahead of 
them in the form of a continuous beach, uninterrupted for as far as 
they could see. At the head of the beach there was a sandy cliff a 
hundred feet or so in height that stretched along the shore indef- 
initely. 

All day they sailed along this beach, mile after mile, hour after 
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hour, marvelling at its continuity. 


Leif said, ‘I will not go much further. Here is another land, and i 
there may be another, and another, to the far end of the world, but — 


we will not go further now. These beaches are a very great wonder. 
We will call them Wonderstrands.’ 


In the evening they came toa little sandy bay at a point where the . 
beach seemed to divide, and anchored there for the night. In the — 


morning they drove the ship on shore at half-tide, and all got out 
upon the sand to stretch their legs. They soon discovered that they 
were on a small, low-lying island; the mainland seemed to be across 
half a mile of shallow water to the west. It was a still, hot, summer 
day. And here they found a curious phenomenon. The dew upon the 
grass, when they tasted it, was as sweet as honey, very wonderful to 
them. The warm climate, the quiet and the shade upon the island, 
and the sweetness of the dew, induced in them asort of awe. They 
had heard tales about the Islands of the Blest that lay beyond the 
sunset; was it possible that they had come to them? And if so, what 
would they meet next? Would earthly weapons be of any use to 
them ? 

It was a thoughtful party that embarked again when the tide rose. 

They anchored for the night again a little way from the land, and 
sailed southwards when dawn came. Soon the land turned westwards 
and they followed it; to the south of them there were islands clearly 
to be seen. They coasted along looking for a harbour; in the middle 
of the afternoon they found an entrance to the west of a low sandy 
spit that seemed to lead to an extensive stretch of inland water. 

Leif said, “This is as far as we will go. We will go in here and make 
a camp and rest, and find out all we can about the country.’ 

They sailed in past the sandy spit, lowered the sail, and got out 
the great oars. They found themselves in a long stretch of inland 
water running roughly north-east; on each side of them was a 
wooded land, with little beaches on the shores beneath the shade of 
the fir trees. The water was calm and blue, the sun very warm. 

None of them had ever been in such a place as that before. Essen- 
tially they were farmers, sailors only by necessity, and they were 
sick of the sea. They rowed on slowly into the heart of this magni- 
ficent new country, wondering, entranced. Presently the strait that 
they were in widened into a great bay; from this they saw a little 
channel leading northwards deep into the country, right away from 
the ocean. Leif steered his vessel into this. To the east of the little 
channel, hardly wider than a river, the land showed an open, park- 
like country of grass pastures and scattered trees; to the west low 
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hills rose straight up from the channel, thickly clothed in firs. 

They went on slowly, and in silence. Land birds swept around 
them; a herd of deer ran off across the pasture, startled by their 
approach. Presently the channel widened out again and they turned 
west, to find themselves in a still inland lagoon, half a mile long 
_and a little less in width, entirely surrounded by the wooded hills. 
The trees cast perfect reflections in the still water; it was very quiet. 

Leif sighed deeply, looking round about. ‘Here we will rest,’ 
he said. 

They put the ship on to a sandy, shady beach beneath a little 
wooded knoll, and went on shore. Leif chose a site down by the 
beach to make a camp, and sent out parties to explore the country 
round about. Very soon they discovered that they were on a neck 
of land that ran roughly east and west, perhaps three or four miles 
broad from north to south. To the eastwards the land stretched out 
to the beaches they had known as Wonderstrands; to the west the 
country was unknown. 

Leif said, ‘Here is all the wood we want; we will unload the ship. 
These trees will make a good cargo for us. We will cut some of them 
down and trim them into roof-beams, so that we shall not have to 
carry useless weight back home with us.’ 

A party set to work upon the trees. Haki and Hekja were set to 
carry all the stores ashore up to the place selected for the camp. 
Suddenly Hekja dropped her load, caught Haki by the arm, and cried: 

‘Haki — look! They’re throwing the stones overboard!’ 

True enough, a party of men were tipping the flat rocks of the 
ballast out into the shallow water round the ship, preparing to receive 
the lumber. Haki said, ‘What about it?’ 

She cried, ‘Our stone! Our stone, with our names on it!’ 

She set off running at top speed down to the ship. Haki followed 
at a more leisurely pace; as he drew near the ship he heard a burst 
of laughter. He clambered in over the side and saw Hekja struggling 
with the heavy stone, tears streaming down her cheeks, while the 
Norsemen stopped their work to enjoy the joke again. 

She cried, ‘Haki! Haki! come and help me with it.’ 

In the stern, old Tyrker turned to Leif. ‘Lord,’ he said quietly, ‘is 
it your wish that there should be no fighting in this ship?’ 

The Norseman looked down at him in surprise. ‘Surely, my foster 
father.’ 

The old German said, ‘I think the men have laughed enough.’ 

Leif ripped out a sharp order and the laughter stopped; in silence 

‘the Norsemen stood watching the two runners as they struggled 
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with the stone. They got it up to the bows of the ship and dropped 
it down on to the sand. Then they picked it up between them and 
staggered forward; sometimes carrying it and sometimes rolling it, 
they took it ashore with them. 

Tyrker said, ‘Their ways are not our ways, and they don’t under- 
stand.’ 

Leif said, ‘They are poor, simple people, but I like them very well.’ 

In the ship the work went on again; on shore Hekja pointed to a 
little rising knoll. ‘I want to take it up there, Haki.’ 

With much trouble they got the stone up to the top of the little 
hill overlooking the lagoon. They arranged it with the utmost care 
on the exact summit; the letters showed up beautifully, and they 
were very pleased with it. They chocked it up with other little stones 
to make sure that it could never roll about. 

The girl sighed happily. ‘It will be quite safe there, Haki. Whoever 
comes up here will see our names together.’ 

The runner nodded. ‘That is very good.’ 

They went back and worked till nightfall at the preparation of 
the camp. In the evening Leif called them to him. 

‘We are staying here for several days,’ he said. ‘To-morrow morn- 
ing, with the first light, I want you to set off and run to the west, to 
find out what sort of a country this is. You can be away for three 
days. To-morrow you will run inland, and part of the next day, and 
on the third day you will come back by a different way, so that you 
give me an account of as much of the country as can be seen in the 
time. You understand what I want?’ 

Haki said, ‘Lord, I understand very well. On the evening of the 
third day you shall have our story.’ 

‘Good. Will you take food with you?’ 

The runner shook his head. ‘Only a little tinder to make fire with, 
and a flint and steel. We will eat before we go.’ 

Leif gave him a long knife in a sheath. He strapped this round his 
waist; Hekja took flints and tinder in a little pouch. Then they ate a 
very large meal and lay down and slept at once before the fire. They 
were up before dawn, eating again; in the first light they trotted off 
together from the camp. 

They travelled westwards. The first part of their journey was 
through a fairly thick forest of fir-trees: after a few miles the country 
grew more open with stetches of grassy meadow and a few beech 
trees. They skirted a lovely circular lake with fir trees all around 
and white, sandy beaches, and went on in a north-westerly direc- 
tion. Presently they came to rising ground and went up to the top 
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of it; from a height of about three thousand feet they were able to 
see the lie of the land. . 

They saw that they were on a cape. There was sea both to the 
north and to the south of them. Behind them, to the eastwards, the 
land stretched out into the ocean past their camp to Wonderstrands. 
Ahead of them there was a neck of land perhaps three miles across 
from north to south which joined the cape to what appeared to be 
the mainland; this stretched as far as they could see to north and 
south, and rose up to low hills on the horizon to the west. 

They had been running for three hours, and had covered twelve 
or fifteen miles from the camp. They started off again and ran on to 
the west, passing on to the mainland from the cape. 

After that, the character of the country began to change. The 
ground rose slowly, and the soil grew richer; the sea was now behind 
them and a considerable mass of land in front; how large they could 
not tell. The trees got larger. They knew pine trees, and beeches and 
silver birches, but the cedars and the chestnut trees were new to 
them, and strange. Presently Hekja dropped upon one knee. 

‘Look, Haki-—cranberries.’ They ate a few of them; they were 
larger and better than the ones they knew. 

They went on westwards into what seemed to them to be a fairy- 
land. Woods of tall trees alternated with meadows beside rippling 
streams; they saw several herds of small wild deer which fled away 
before them. They saw a great number of wild birds, bitterns, and 
geese, and mallard, and teal, and a great many more that were strange 
to them. One sort that flew with great long legs stretched out behind 
amused the runners very much. 

As they went on, the fruits grew plentiful. They knew straw- 
berries and raspberries and gooseberries by sight; they found all these 
growing wild, but larger and more luscious than they had known 
before. They found a number of wild fruits that they had never seen 
before and they refrained from most of these, fearing poison. 

But one new fruit intrigued them very much. It was a climbing 
plant and grew up trees, and carried large, soft purple berries massed 
together in a bunch. The soft, purple skin covered a juicy, pale-green 
flesh with little seeds in it. They saw the birds eating these berries 
and coming to no harm: they tasted them gingerly and found them 
sweet and delicious. Soon they were eating them freely. 

Presently they found a grassy seed-plant very like the wheat they 
knew. 

As the afternoon progressed they went slower and slower; there 


"was so much new to be seen. In the end they quite frankly stopped 
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travelling altogether and wandered about in the warm sun in the 
meadows and the woods, marvelling at all the new things in this © 
wonderful country. They had only covered a mere forty miles or so, 
but Leif would never know. 

Hekja said, ‘This is the best country I have ever seen, Haki. Better 
than Greenland or Norway, better even than our own country.’ 

Haki said, ‘There is no limit to the cows that a farmer could keep 
here. There is grass for all the cows and sheep in the world.’ 

Hekja sighed happily. ‘It is very good here, Haki. The land is 
beautiful, and it is very good to be alone together, and away from 
the Norsemen.’ 

Haki nodded. ‘Leif is kind and just,’ he said, ‘but we have our ways 
and they have theirs, and the two are different.’ 

They may have been, but in many respects the ways of the Scots 
were not inferior. They found no difficulty at all in living in this 
fertile country. They could throw a stone with quite extraordinary 
accuracy and force, born of long practice at the quarters of the cattle 
that they herded. They gathered a few pebbles from a brook and 
wandered about until they saw a little deer; they stalked it carefully 
up-wind till they were close enough, and threw their stones together. 
At twenty-five yards range both hit it on the head. It staggered and 
fell down; they rushed up and despatched it with a knife. Very 
pleased with themselves, they carried it in turn till they reached a 
woody glade beside a stream; here they made a fire in a spot where 
bushes kept the draught from their backs. 

As night fell, they cooked the meat on wooden skewers over a fire, 
and ate it with a quantity of the big purple berries. Presently, happy 
and amorous, they made a bed of twigs and leaves and grass beneath 
the bushes by the fire, and lay down and slept together. 

They spent the next day wandering through that wonderful 
country, marvelling at everything they saw. They saw a scarlet 
tanager with brilliant red plumage; they both exclaimed at it, and 
tried various ways of catching it without success. They followed it 
for a long time; for them it was the high spot of the happiest day of 
their lives. They thought that they had never seen a bird so beautiful. 

Presently Hekja had a wonderful idea. She said, ‘Haki, don’t let’s 
go back to the ship. We can stay here, in this good land.’ 

The runner stared at her; new ideas came slowly to them both. 
‘Not go back ?’ 

She said earnestly, “We can stay here and be our own masters. 
They will never catch us again. We can go on into the country, 
away from the sea. They will not go far from their ship.’ 
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He thought over her proposal. With anything abstract they had 
some difficulty, partly because their vocabulary was very small. But 
presently he said: 

‘Leif wants the story of this land. He is a good man, and we will 
go back.’ 

She sank down on the grass, and looked at him appealingly. ‘Haki, 
I don’t want to go back to Greenland with the Norsemen. They laugh 
at me, and this is a better land than any we have seen.’ 

He squatted down beside her, searching for the words that would 
express what he felt. ‘Leif has been kind to us,’ he said with difficulty. 
“We have good news for him about this land. We’must go back.’ 

She said a little piteously, ‘I don’t want to go back on the bitter 
sea with the Norsemen.’ 

He took her hand with awkward tenderness. ‘We must go back 
to Leif,’ he said again. She could not move him from that. 

They spent the remainder of the day wandering southwards 
through the land. They spent the night together by their fireside 
in a grove of cedar trees; far off on the horizon they could see 
the sea. 

Next day they ran eastwards till they came to the coast at what 
was evidently the west shore of a large strait, or bay; they could see 
land on either side. They followed the coast northwards, swimming 
across two fair-sized tidal rivers, and found at the head of the bay 
the neck of land that they had passed across two days before. They 
crossed it back on to the sandy, wooded cape and ran on steadily 
all day; at about seven o’clock in the evening they ran into camp. 

Leif was waiting for them there, with Tyrker. They brought back 
with them a bunch of the great purple berries they had found so 
good, and a sheaf of the wild corn. 

‘Lord,’ said Haki, ‘this is a good country, better than Norway or 
my own land, better than Greenland. All the cattle in the world can 
pasture here, and there is food for everyone. It is the best land in the 
world.’ 

They took the berries and the corn from him, and examined them. 
Haki said, ‘These fruits we found and they are good to eat. There 
are many other marvels.’ 

Tyrker smiled. ‘Lord, I know these fruits. They grow in Germany 
where I was born. They are called grapes. You make wine out of 
them.’ 

Leif took them with interest, and tasted one. ‘So these are grapes. 
I have heard of them, but never seen them before. I have drunk wine, 


and it is good.’ 
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- Tyrker said, ‘Lord, if we get some more I will make wine, after 
the manner of my people.’ 

The Norseman said, ‘So. We will call this good land Wineland, 
Wineland the Good.’ He turned to the runners: “You have done very 
well,’ he said. ‘You shall be free people when we get back home, 
living on your own farm, with cattle of your own.’ 

They flushed with pleasure. Then they went over to the fire and 
ate a heavy meal; they had had nothing since the previous night, 
and they had covered forty-five or fifty miles. Presently, when they 
could eat no more, Hekja said: 

‘Haki, let us go and see if our stone is still all right.’ 

In the evening light they climbed up to the summit of the knoll. 
The stone was just as they had left it, safe and firmly planted in the 
turf. They fingered the lettering and admired it for a little while; 
it was their own wonder, theirs alone. Presently‘they sat down on 
the short turf in the setting sun, and stared out across the quiet 
meadows to the east. 

Hekja said happily, ‘Our names are now together, Haki, for as 
long as the stone shall endure. Leif said so.’ 

He leaned towards her on one elbow, and took her hand in his. 
‘This is a good country,’ he said earnestly, ‘better than Greenland. 
I will ask Leif to let us stay here when the ship goes back, and you 
shall have your children here.’ 


There was a momentary silence. 

Alix forced a laugh. “Wake up, Mr Ross,’ she said, a little tremu- 
lously. ‘You're still asleep.’ 

He turned away and stared at the tent wall, bitterly disappointed. 


GHAP BER SEEN 


Towards dawn the pilot fell into a doze and slept a little; in his turn, 
Lockwood lay awake till morning. He had an orderly mind that 
criticized all evidence, that made a stern distinction between fact 
and fiction. What Ross had told him was a dream, no more, a figment 
of a tired, drugged imagination — fiction. It was no more than that. 
As he rolled round in his sleeping-bag, he thought irritably that there 
was nothing in it to keep him awake. 

For fiction, it was disturbingly concerned with fact. It could not 
be denied that there had been a man called Leif, the son of Erik, nor 
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that he had discovered a new country on the mainland of America 
and called it Wineland the Good. The story occurred with variations 
in three separate sagas. The rational explanation was, of course, that 
Ross had read the sagas at some time; these memories had been 
fished up from the depths of his subconscious mind and joined to 
more recent memories to form a dream. Lockwood was not well 
versed in the vagaries of the subconscious mind, but he knew that 
such a combination formed the basis of a great many dreams. It was 
all quite easily explainable when you came to think of it. 

Quite easily, if you discounted Ajago. He rolled around again, 
trying to put out of his mind the things the Eskimo had said. No 
reasonable man would give much weight to those, in any case. 

He did not sleep at all. 

At dawn he saw that the pilot was asleep. The don lay patiently 
_in bed till eight o’clock to give the pilot sleep; then he got up and 

called Alix. Presently she appeared and began to get breakfast; with 
the slight noises that she made the pilot woke. 

She crossed over to him. ‘You’ve been asleep, Mr Ross. Feel better 
for it?’ 

He yawned. His mind was quiet and at rest for the first time for 
many days. He said, ‘I feel fine. I suppose I'd better get up.’ 

She sat down on the end of his bed. “You’d much better stay where 
you are this morning. I’ll give you your breakfast in bed. The doctor 
said you were to have bread and milk again.’ 

He was disinclined to move; the nervous urge that had driven him 
since they left England had gone altogether. He smiled. ‘All right. I'll 
probably go off to sleep again when I've had that.’ 

He ate his bread and milk while the other two breakfasted at the 
table. As soon as possible Alix and her father left the hut, hoping that 
in their absence Ross would go to sleep again. They walked down 
to inspect the seaplane on the beach. 

It was a fresh sunny morning with a keen wind from the ice-cap; 
gulls wheeled about them with sharp cries, the blue water of the 
fiord broke in a tiny surf upon the sand. There was a feel of autumn 
in the air already. As they walked down towards the seaplane, Lock- 
wood said: 

‘Our pilot told me a very odd story, last night.’ 

The girl said, ‘I know, Daddy. You mean his dream.’ 

He looked at her in surprise. ‘Did he tell you about it?’ 

She shook her head. ‘No—I was awake last night. I heard him 
telling you.’ 

Did you hear all of it?’ 
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‘I think so.’ 

He was silent for a moment. Then he said, ‘What did you think of 
it? 

She did not answer immediately. They reached the seaplane and 
walked round it absently; then she sat down on the bow of one of 
the floats. He repeated his question. 

She said slowly, ‘I don’t know what to think. What did you think 
of it, Daddy?’ 
He turned irritably aside. ‘I don’t know. One thing is clear. We've 
got to face the fact that he’s been very ill, much worse than we 

realized.’ 

She said testily, ‘I don’t know what you realized. I thought at one 
time he was going to die.’ 

He turned back to her. ‘I know,’ he said more gently. ‘I meant 
that, mentally, he’s been through a great strain.” 

She nodded slowly. ‘That may be. If he has, he’s come out of it 
all right. But anyway, that’s no real explanation why he should 
start talking about Leif Erikson.’ 

Her father said, ‘Well, that’s quite easily explained. He must have 
read the sagas at some time or other. It’s all in Hauk’s Book and the 
Flatey Book.’ 

‘All of it?’ 

He hesitated. ‘Well, some of it.’ 

He turned to her. ‘It’s really rather interesting. He must have read 
the sagas at some time or other, or heard somebody lecturing on 
them. Those impressions sink down into the subconscious mind. In 
a time of great mental strain they come to the surface again, mixed 
up with a great mass of other memories, some recent, some far 
distant. The result is what. we call a dream. Generally in a dream 
the story is an incoherent muddle. Sometimes by coincidence it 
makes a rational account. That’s what this one is.’ 

She shook her head. ‘He’s not the sort of man who goes to lectures 
on Leif Erikson. You know he’s not.’ 

He said doggedly, ‘He’s heard the story from the sagas in some way 
or other.’ 

She eyed him for a moment. ‘Do you really think that?’ 

‘It’s the only possible explanation.’ 

She was silent. He filled and lit his pipe. ‘It’s possible to trace it all 
out,’ he said meditatively. ‘One must assume, to start with, that he 
has some knowledge of the sagas, buried deep down in the back- 
ground of his mind. Next, in his dream he sees the cove where we 
were camping. Well, that’s perfectly natural. A very recent memory. 
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But he sees a house there, that isn’t there in fact.’ 

The girl nodded. ‘It’s not so easy to explain away that one.’ 

_ The don smiled. ‘It’s not so difficult. A badly lit house, with a 
sleeping-bench running the length of it, dividing it in two. It’s the 

Eskimo house — the one where we spent the night.’ 

Alix stared at him in wonder. ‘I never thought of that.’ 

Her father smiled. ‘That feature puzzled me at first. But you’ve 
got to put yourself in his shoes and try to sort back through his 
memories. It’s quite clear to me now — that part of his dream was 
just a flash-back to the Eskimo house.’ 

The girl said slowly, ‘What sort of houses did the Norsemen in 
Greenland live in, anyway?’ 

The don said, ‘Stone houses, roofed with thatch or turf on wooden 
beams. There was generally a dais.’ 

She asked, ‘Was a dais like a sleeping-bench?’ 

‘I suppose so.’ 

The girl said, ‘It seems to me that a Viking house was very like an 
Eskimo house. Do you think the Eskimos learned to build them from 
the Norsemen ?’ 

‘They may have done.’ He turned to her. “You mustn’t try and 
stretch the evidence,’ he said. ‘A dream memory of the Eskimo house 
_ is the most likely explanation, and it’s backed by so much else.’ 

She asked, ‘What else?’ 

He smiled, ‘For one thing, the sea voyage. While he was uncon- 
scious we put his stretcher on the boat and rowed across the cove. 
The motion of the boat and the sound of the oars penetrated into his 
sleeping mind, and he dreamed of a long voyage in an open boat.’ 

She was silent. Her father went on: 

‘Then there’s the feature of the wonderful land he found, sunny 
and beautiful, and fertile. I think that’s what psychologists would 
call a contrast-impression. In the last month he’s been in barren 
lands, continually strained and anxious about ice, and storms, and 
fog. Subconsciously he must loathe all this sort of country. So When 
he dreams, he dreams about a perfect country, happy and wonderful. 
That’s probably a country that he’s seen before some time — perhaps 
in Canada.’ 

He paused, and then he said, ‘Running - that’s just the nervous 
urge of our journey, expressed in a different mental form, I think.’ 

The girl stirred and said, ‘I see you can account for most of the 
incidents, Daddy. But one still has to explain his knowledge of the 
people, Leif Erikson and Tyrker, and the girl Hekja.’ 

~ Leif Erikson and Tyrker come from his memory of the sagas. The 
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girl has another explanation, of course.’ 

She stared at him. ‘What’s that?’ 

She smiled a little. ‘A girl with short, fair hair, wearing a white 
overall, who was his companion in his work. You don’t have to dig 
far into his memories to find somebody like that.’ 

She was silent for a moment. Then she said, “You mean, that was 
me.’ 

He said gently, ‘I think so. I imagine that’s what they call wish- 
fulfilment.’ 

_ There was a long silence. The water lapped upon the beach by 
their feet, the sea-birds cried around, beneath them the orange sea- 
plane quivered in the breeze like a live thing. At last Alix turned to 
her father, smiling a little. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I suppose one can take 
it as a compliment.’ 
‘I suppose you can, ’ he said drily. ‘The biggest. he he has it in his 
power to pay you.’ 

She stood up suddenly, and changed the sen te ‘What are your 
plans now, Daddy? Do you want to go back to Brattalid again?’ 

He shook his head. ‘Not particularly. I can’t do much out there 
alone, and it’s really only working in the dark until we’ve studied 
the survey. I’m quite prepared to leave it till next summer, now, and 
come back with a digging party. What do you want to do?’ 

‘It’s your expedition, Daddy, and your work. I’ll do whatever you 
decide.’ 

He eyed her for a moment. ‘What do you want to do?’ he repeated 
gently. 

She turned away. ‘I want to get away from here,’ she said in a low 
tone, ‘as soon as ever we can. I want to get back home.’ 

Presently they went up to the hut again and went in quietly; the 
pilot was asleep. They left without disturbing him and strolled back 
to the seaplane; deprived of the house and of the services of the 
pilot they were without occupation for the day. They walked up 
and spent an hour with the doctor, gossiping; then they went to see 
the pastor, who showed them his church. At lunch-time the pilot 
was still sleeping; they went and had lunch with the governor, wha 
showed them his Leica enlargements of the seaplane. 

He took them round the castle farms in the afternoon, and ex- 
plained his scheme for raising good stock for the Eskimos. It was 
half past six when they got back to the hut; the pilot woke as they 
went in. 

Lockwood asked him how he felt. He said, ‘Fine, sir. 1 must have 
slept all day. I’ll get up to-morrow.’ 
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‘I should think you might, at this rate. Do you feel like sleeping 
to-night?’ 

‘I think so.’ 

Alix was busy at the table with the evening meal; her father turned 
to her. ‘What does he get for supper?’ 

‘Bread and milk again, Daddy.’ She did not come over to the bed, 
nor speak directly to the pilot. 

The don said, ‘I’m going to wind up the expedition now, Mr Ross. 
I understand that there’s a little more to be done upon the survey, 
but we'll do that from here.’ 

The other nodded. ‘Two flights ought to finish it, I think. You 
don’t want to go back to Brattalid yourself, sir?’ 

Lockwood shook his head. ‘I’ve finished all that I can do there, 
for this year. As soon as the photography is done, we'll go back 
home.’ 

‘I see.’ The pilot thought about it for a minute. “You aren't doing 
this for me, sir? I’ll be perfectly fit to go on in a day or so.’ 

‘I think you will be. But the work is done.’ 

‘All right. We can probably finish off the survey in one good long 
flight.’ 

Lockwood smiled. ‘Two comfortable, easy ones, I think.’ 

‘All right.’ 

He lay silent for a minute, pondering his work. Then he said, ‘I 
had a dump of fuel and a mooring put at Battle Harbour. If you agree, 
sir, I’d like to go back that way.’ 

‘Over to Labrador and then down to New York?’ 

‘That’s right. I’d rather do that than go back to Angmagsalik. We 
might get into awful trouble in that ice.’ 

From the stove the girl said to her father, “Would we fly straight 
to New York from Battle Harbour, Daddy?’ It was a question that 
she might have asked the pilot. 

None of them failed to notice the constraint. The don looked at 
Ross to answer. ‘I don’t think so, sir,’ he said to the man beside 
him. ‘It’s too far for one hop. We'll have to spend a night at Halifax, 
or somewhere.’ 

Lockwood said smoothly, ‘I’m quite in your hands, Mr Ross.’ 
Behind him the girl went on with her cooking. ‘The only thing is 
this. I don’t want to start from here till you feel perfectly fit, and 
able to tackle these long flights again. It’s only the fourteenth of 
August now — we've plenty of time in hand.’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘We'll run off these two little survey flights, and 
see how they go. But it’s the ice that made the real worry on the trip 
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out, sir. We shan’t find this run down to New York very difficult.’ 

He thought about it for a minute. ‘There’s another thing. We'll — 
have done with the seaplane when we get it to New York. As soon — 
as we get there, I’ll have a chat with Eddie Hanson on the telephone, — 
down in Baltimore. We’ve got to sell her second-hand, and I believe 
he could shift her as well as anyone. If Sir David agrees to that, I’d 
fly her on to Baltimore and turn her over to him.’ 

The don asked, ‘How far is it from here to Battle Harbour, Mr 
Ross?’ 

The other shrugged his shoulders. ‘Six-fifty - seven hundred miles, 
perhaps. I’ll fix it with the operator here to keep transmitting, and — 
we'll run down the bearing. We shan’t have any difficulty, long as — 
the motor keeps on turning.’ 

The girl brought a steaming bowl over to the bed. ‘Here’s your ~ 
bread and milk, Mr Ross.’ She turned away. ‘ 

Nothing happened during the evening to relieve the constraint. — 
The pilot sat up in his sleeping-bag checking and re-checking his lists 
of film exposed against the canisters of the film itself, and against 
the map of the survey and his pencilled log, in order to assure him- 
self that no gap in the survey had been left unphotographed. The 
girl washed some clothes and went to bed early, to try to read in 
bed by the flickering light of a candle. The don pondered his notes ~ 
of his dig at Brattalid, and made pencil amendments. Presently they 
were all in bed, and the lights out. 

The pilot was the only one who slept right through the night. 

He got up in the morning, fit and well; when the girl put in an 
appearance she looked tired and jaded. She found that the pilot and 
her father had made the breakfast; there was nothing for her to do 
but sit down and eat it. They talked in monosyllables throughout 
the meal; the girl did not eat much. 

As soon as possible Ross made his escape, and went down to the 
seaplane. He had his work to do, clean, practical and material work 
with metal parts and oil and grease, fit healers for a sick mind. He 
took the covers off the float compartments and sponged out the 
bilges; he took off the cowling ring and tappet covers and changed 
his eighteen sparking plugs for new ones, saved for the crossing of 
the open sea to Labrador. At one o’clock he went back to the shack 
for lunch, grimy and with a mind at rest. 

’ Alix had spent the morning without proper occupation, restless 
and tired. At lunch she said casually, ‘Do you want a hand this after- 
noon, Mr Ross?’ 

He shied away from her proposal. He said, ‘It’s very good of you, 
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Miss Lockwood, but there’s really nothing much that you could do 
to-day. I’ll let you know if you can help me at all’ 

He went back to the seaplane directly he had finished eating, 
_ relieved to get away. In love, he felt, you cannot put the clock back; 

she was too much Hekja to him ever to be Alix again. He plunged 
back into his work, setting his tappets with a feeler gauge, cleaning 
the sumps, changing the oil. He did not know that for part of the 
afternoon the girl was sitting a quarter of a mile away upon the hill- 
side, alone, watching him at work. Once a tear trickled irrationally 
down her cheek; she wiped it angrily away. 

He worked till supper-time on the machine, and went on after 
supper refuelling till dusk, helped by Ajago and another Eskimo. In 
the twilight that passed for night, at about eleven o'clock, they 
launched the seaplane at the high tide and took her to the mooring. 
Ross got back to the hut at midnight, went to bed, and slept perfectly 
- all night till eight o’clock. 

They breakfasted, and were in the air by nine upon a survey flight. 
The girl was tired and listless; she had slept badly for the third night 
in succession. The pilot had reverted to ‘Miss Lockwood’ when he 
spoke to her; in turn she was stilted and polite to him in spite of 
herself, and hated herself for being so. At times she was unbearably 
like Hekja. Then the pilot felt something turning over deep inside 
him; he addressed himself woodenly to his work. 

They flew all morning on the survey, Ross at the front end of the 
cabin and the girl crouched by the camera at the back. In the five 
hours of the flight they barely exchanged a dozen words. They 
Janded back at Julianehaab at about two o'clock, tired and thick in 
the head. Ajago met them with the motor boat; as they stood in the 
boat going towards the shore the pilot said: 

‘You're looking tired, Miss Lockwood. Five hours is a lot of flying 
at one time. Why don’t you take a lie down after lunch?’ 

She said indifferently, ‘I may do that.’ 

He had not finished with the seaplane. He went out to her again 
upon the mooring in the afternoon to grease and look over the con- 
trols, and to make a succession of small jobs that would keep him 
busy until evening, that would keep him with the machine and away 
from the girl. In the shack Alix went and lay down for a time; 
presently she fell asleep, and woke after an hour hot and muzzy, 
with a slight headache. 

Lockwood was in the main room of the hut, the pilot was still 
out upon the seaplane. She made her father a cup of tea and had one 


herself; then they went for a short walk. 
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He asked her about the survey. ‘It’s practically done,’ she said. 
‘In fact, I think it is done, but Mr Ross thinks that we left a strip 
gap on the first day. He wants to go out again to-morrow morning 
and take some of it again, just to make sure.’ 

Her father nodded. ‘He’s very thorough.’ 

She said, ‘I wish he wasn’t. We could get away to-morrow, really.’ 

‘To Battle Harbour?’ 

‘That’s where we're going, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yes.’ He paused. ‘You want to get away as soon as possible, don’t 

ou?’ 
‘ She said quietly, ‘Yes please, Daddy. I want to get back to Oxford. 
A Cunard boat leaves New York each Saturday. It’s Wednesday the 
day after to-morrow. If we start then we could catch the one this 
week.’ 

‘Don’t you want to stop and see America?’ 

‘Not this time, Daddy. I want to go home.’ 

He changed the subject, and they talked of other things. In the 
hut that evening he proposed to Ross that they should leave on the 
Wednesday morning. 

‘Suits me, sir,’ said the pilot. ‘Soon as the job’s done I'll be glad 
to see the last of this place. It’s been a miracle the weather’s lasted 
like it has. Once we get over on the other side, to Labrador, I don’t 
care if it snows ink. We can go home by boat. But if we pile her up 
in this place we might spend the winter here, likely as not.’. 

They flew again next day and finished off the survey, finally and 
without ambiguity. They were back at Julianehaab by half past 
twelve. After lunch Ross made a check development of the two 
sets of exposures in the dark room at the governor’s house; the girl 
did not offer to help him, but he found a willing assistant in the 
governor. The films were satisfactory; he returned to the machine 
and began refuelling for their departure, helped by Ajago. 

Once as they rested, the Eskimo said, ‘Go to-morrow?’ 

‘That’s right,’ said the pilot. 

The man pointed to the north-east. ‘Angmagsalik ?’ 

Ross shook his head, and pointed to the west. ‘To Labrador.’ 

The man understood. ‘Good.’ He leaned over to the pilot. ‘For you’ 
— he leaned further and tapped Ross on the chest — ‘for you, Green- 
land not good place. For others, Greenland good. Not good for you.’ 

The pilot nodded slowly. ‘Maybe you're right.’ He eyed the 
Eskimo curiously. ‘What’s wrong with Brattalid?’ 

It is doubtful if the man understood him properly. He made a 
gesture of distaste. ‘Brattalid no good,’ he said. ‘Alle ved det.’ 
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They got up, and went on with the refuelling. In the hut Lockwood 
and his daughter were sorting out their stores. They packed the 
camera to be shipped back to England at the next opportunity, when- 
ever that might be. They took with them in the seaplane only the 
sleeping-bags, the emergency provisions, and the films of the survey. 

When Ross came back to the hut, they began an orgy of giving 
things away. They gave their surplus photographic supplies to the 
governor, most of the medicine chest to the doctor, and the surplus 
of tinned foods to Ajago. He received them with delight. ‘It is too 
much,’ he said in Danish. ‘These foods cost many krone.’ 

Alix said, ‘Take them all, Ajago. You’ve been so good to us.’ 

He went and got a sack and took them away. 

Next day, early in the morning, they left Julianehaab. The gov- 
ernor and the doctor and the pastor all came down to see them off. 
For the last time Ajago took them to the seaplane in the motor boat; 
they said good-bye to him, and got in. Ross and Lockwood swung 
the inertia starter together and the engine fired; Ajago cast off the 
mooring for them, and they taxied out into the fiord. 

The first attempt to take off was unsuccessful. They had a very 
heavy load of fuel on board; the machine ran for two miles up the 
fiord, but failed to leave the water. They taxied back again and hung 
on to the motor boat while Ross drained off some fuel into the sea; 
at the next attempt they left the water after a long run. Ross climbed . 
the machine slowly to about three hundred feet; then he turned and 
passed over Julianehaab at about nine o'clock, letting out his aerial 
as he passed the settlement. He got on to his course, out over the sea. 

Presently Julianehaab faded into the mists behind. There was a 
visibility of about fifteen miles; the sky was partly overcast at seven 
or eight thousand feet. They flew at about two thousand feet over 
a dappled leaden sea, transmitting on the wireless each half hour. 
They sat in the machine, bored and motionless, for five hours. At 
two o’clock they saw the loom of land, very far ahead. 

They held on the same course, and presently made out the entrance 
to Hamilton Inlet. Then they turned, having established their posi- 
tion, and flew southwards down the coast for another hour or so. 
Presently the pilot pointed to a few wooden houses scattered on a 
little island. 

‘That’s Battle Harbour,’ he said. Peering down, they saw the masts 
of the wireless station. 

He throttled down and put the seaplane into a wide gliding turn 
above the little settlement; presently they saw the red buoy on the 


- water. They landed near it and Ross taxied in to it; Alix standing on 
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the float, hooked on. The pilot cut his switches, and the engine came 
to rest. ‘That’s that,’ he said, a little wearily. 

They studied Battle Harbour from their seats, tired and reluctant 
to move. It looked very like Julianehaab, but not so big and not so 
well arranged. There were the same little wooden houses, a hospital, 
and a wireless station standing on the bleak, bare ground. ‘What 
will you do about the fuel?’ asked Lockwood. ‘Will you fill up 
to-day?’ 

Ross said, ‘I think we’d better, sir. The weather is good at the 
moment. I’d like to make the most of it, and get along to-morrow 
down to Halifax.’ He stared at the shore. ‘I don’t suppose you want 
to hang about here any longer than we’ye got to.’ 

A motor boat came out to them, and took them ashore. In half an © 
hour Ross was back with the petrol, and was filling it into the 
machine with the assistance of a couple of men, trappers in the 
winter. By half past six the work on the machine was done, and 
they were ready to go on next day. 

The nurse in charge of the hospital provided a bed for Alix for 
the night; Ross and Lockwood slept in their bags in a loft over the 
Hudson Bay Company’s store. They had little time to explore Battle 
Harbour. They took one short walk after supper and found the place 
alive with sledge dogs; then they returned and went to bed at nine 
o'clock, in preparation for an early start next day. 

They were disappointed, for there was. a morning mist. They were 
up at five to peer out into an iridescent, pearly fog with a pale sun 
above; they hung about disconsolate for hours. Shortly before ten 
o'clock a little breeze got up and blew the mist away; the pilot 
decided to make a start. 

“We may have to come back again, if we don’t like the look of it,’ 
he said to Lockwood. ‘But I think we'll have a stab at it!’ 

They thanked their hosts and said good-bye, and went out to the 
seaplane in the motor boat. By half past ten they were in the air 
and on a course for Halifax in Nova Scotia, flying above wreaths of 
the low mist that hung about the coast. Soon they came to the 
Straits of Bell Isle and crossed over them. 

The northern part of Newfoundland was barren and low-lying, 
dotted with water lying on the land in lakes like puddles in a street. 
They followed down the western shore; slowly the land grew fertile, 
till it became thickly wooded. Presently Ross touched Lockwood on 
the elbow, and turned to draw the girl’s attention. He pointed down- 
wards; below them there was a winding track cut in the pine forest, 
and a puff of steam. Presently they saw the little engine and the 
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trucks. ‘This is the Bay of Islands,’ he said, smiling. “You can go 
home by train now, if you like.’ 

The girl said, ‘I don’t want to go by train — it’s getting interesting 
now. Something to look at, instead of just sea. I never knew a forest 
looked so much like a game of spillikins.’ 

Her father said, ‘I noticed that. There seem to be fallen trees every- 
where you look.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘It’s always like that, but you only see it from the 
air. Any untouched, virgin forest looks like that.’ 

They followed the coast on down to Cape Ray, eating a lunch of 
bully beef and biscuits in their fingers. They crossed Cabot Strait 
and passed over the colliers and steelworks of Sidney; in the warm 
afternoon they followed down the east coast of Nova Scotia. At half 
past five they came in sight of a large town upon the south shore of 
a wide extensive harbour. 

The pilot said, ‘Halifax.’ He put the seaplane into a wide turn above 
the town. ‘That’s where we land — that oil wharf — where the ferry’s 
going in.’ 

Lockwood said, ‘Do you know this place?’ 

Ross nodded. ‘I came here several times, in the old days.’ 

The machine swept low beside an island opposite the docks and 
landed in front of the town; the pilot turned and taxied in towards 
the oil wharf. A flat-bottomed motor dory with a couple of men in 
it came out to meet them and took them in tow; presently the sea- 
plane was securely moored by bow and stern between two wharves, 
floating safely and sheltered in the bay between. 

They got down into the dory for the few yards to the wharf; Alix 
stared around. She had never been in North America, and it had a 
foreign air to her. The piles that the wharves were built upon were 
just the rough-trimmed trunks of trees; in England the timber would 
have been squared off. Everything on the water-front was built of 
wood and corrugated iron, severely practical and rather shabby. The 
signs upon the buildings in themselves seemed strange, RAKWANA 
TEA and THE SCOTIA FLOUR AND FEED LTD. A little crowd of 
men upon the wharf contained three negro labourers. 

One of the men in the dory turned to Ross. 

‘You come from Battle Harbour to-day?’ 

The pilot said, “That’s right.’ 

The man turned the chew in his cheek, spat into the water, and 
said, ‘Why do them letters start with G? All the ones I ever seen 
begin with C.’ He indicated the registration letters painted on the 


. orange fuselage. 
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Ross said, ‘It’s a British registration. G means England. C is for 
Canada.’ 

‘Uh. Quite a ways from home, aren’t you?’ 

The pilot said, ‘That’s so.’ 

They clambered up a rickety ladder on the oil wharf; the manager 
was at the top to meet them. ‘’Evening, Jimmie,’ said the pilot. 
‘How’ve you been keeping? Guess you’ve put on weight since I was 
out here last.’ 

The manager said, ‘Hi-ho, Donald—you don’t alter much. Still 
going around in airplanes? Tell me, before the hands go home — 
what octane gas do you use in this thing?’ 

They talked about the details of the refuelling for a few minutes; 
the manager arranged to keep some men on overtime to fill the sea- 
plane up for them. Ross turned to Lockwood. ‘We can leave it all to 
them, sir,’ he said. ‘They’re used to handling ships here. I'll come 
down after dinner and just look her over; then we can get along 
to-morrow bright and early.’ 

They went up to the red stone Customs House carrying their tiny 
baggage. At the desk the officer looked at their passports deliberately, 
slowly, and with some interest. At last he said, “‘You’ve come all the 
way from Southampton, then, by way of Iceland and Greenland?’ 

The pilot said, ‘That’s right.’ 

The man considered the position for a minute. Then he said, “You 
made quite a flight.’ 

Ross said, ‘Yes. We're not stopping in Canada. We're going on 
down into the States to-morrow — to New York.’ 

‘Yah. I guess I’ll have to see the boss. We don’t get many Atlantic 
fliers in these parts.’ 

He took their passports off into an inner room; at the desk Alix 
turned to Ross in wonder. ‘He said we were Atlantic fliers. Is that 
what we are?’ 

He smiled down at her. ‘More or less, Miss Lockwood. We've flown 
it in a sort of way.’ 

The don said, ‘I never realized that we were putting ourselves into 
that distinguished category.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Well, sir, that’s what you hired me for. And I 
remember showing you the map before we started, so you can’t 
blame me.’ 

Lockwood said quietly, “Yes, and you told me it was going to be 
a tough trip. You’ve done a very good job, Mr Ross.’ 

The pilot said, ‘It’s been the weather. We've had awful luck with 
that.’ 
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The girl said nothing. The reference to Atlantic fliers and the 
memory of the journey they had made were bringing home to her 
the magnitude of the task that the pilot had achieved. Each step of 
the journey, considered at the time, did not seem very difficult or 
very arduous; it was only when you came to look at it as a whole 
that you saw what a job it had been. Her father was right. They had 
never realized in Oxford what the journey would be like; if they 
had had the knowledge then that they had now, they might never 
have started at all. But the pilot, with his experience, had known all 
about it. He had known the difficulties that they would meet, and 
had not been afraid. She did not quite know if she was in love with 


_ Ross. She did know that she respected him enormously. 


Presently the formalities were completed; they left the office and 
took a taxi up to the hotel. It was a fine, modern and luxurious hotel, 
facing a park on the high ground behind the town. They marched in, 
carrying their little linen kitbags, and registered at the desk. 

In the spotless elevator, going up, Lockwood said diffidently, ‘I’m 
not sure that we’ve got the clothes for a place like this, Mr Ross.’ 

‘We're quite all right, sir. Nobody changes for dinner here.’ 

Alix said, ‘It will be nice to have a bath. I haven’t had a bath since 
Reykjavik,’ 

Ross said, ‘I’m afraid I had my last in Invergordon, Miss Lockwood.’ 

The memory of the hotels that they had stayed in came back to 
her. ‘Shall we meet for a drink before dinner, Mr Ross?’ 

The pilot smiled. ‘Sure, Miss Lockwood. I’ll slip down to the town 
and get a bottle. Shall I come to your room, or will you come to 
mine?’ 

She stared at him. ‘Whatever are you talking about?’ 

He said, ‘The licensing laws. You can’t get a drink in the hotel 
here, like you would in England. You're allowed to buy one bottle 
a day in this province. You go and get it personally at the liquor 
store. You aren’t allowed to drink it in a public place, or with your 
meals in the restaurant. So when you want to have a drink, you throw 
a party in a bedroom. It’s the normal thing to do.’ 

He paused. Then he smiled slowly, and said, ‘It kind of breaks the 
ice when you take a girl out for the evening.’ 

‘I’m sure it does, Mr Ross. But is this true? You're not pulling my 
leg?’ 

They reached the bedrooms; the bellboy opened the doors for 
them. The pilot shook his head. ‘Sure I’m not. See, here’s the bottle- 
opener screwed on the window-sill, and here’s the corkscrew. And 


_ here’s the list of table waters, under the Bible.’ He turned away. ‘T’ll 


417 


only be able to get just one bottle, so you can’t have a gin and Italian. — 
Shall I get a bottle of Scotch?’ 

She said, ‘All right. Daddy could drink a whisky and soda, I expect. 
Let’s meet here, in my room, at seven o'clock.’ 

‘Right you are. Would you telephone down for the soda, then?’ 
He went down again in the elevator and took a taxi to the liquor 
store; then he came back and had a long, hot bath. At seven o’clock 
he tapped at her door, bottle in hand. Lockwood was there; they 
opened the bottle, poured out the drinks, and sat about the room 
drinking for a quarter of an hour before dinner. 

‘How far is it to New York from here?’ asked Lockwood. 

‘Five or six hours’ flight, sir. If we’re in the air by eight o’clock 
it’s plenty time enough. I told them at the oil wharf we’d be down 
there at half past seven.’ 

‘How do we go?’ 4 

‘Follow the coast down to Cape Sable, sir, and then straight on a 
compass course. Then there’s about a couple of hundred miles of sea 
to cross, and then we cut across a bit of Massachusetts. After that 
we go Straight on down Long Island Sound.’ 

‘Do you know the.coast down there?’ 

The pilot shook his head. ‘I’ve never been down in the States at 
all, except once in Detroit.’ 

They emptied their glasses and went down to dinner. Then they 
took a taxi and drove down to the wharf. Ross left them there, to 
go and check up the refuelling and to drain the sumps. The Lock- 
woods took the taxi on for a drive round Halifax in the warm evening. 

They got back to the hotel at about ten o'clock. The pilot was 
before them; they found him sitting in the lounge. He got up as they 
came in; for a few minutes they discussed the town. Then he said: 

‘I’m going to turn in before very long, sir. Would you like another 
whisky and soda before going to bed?’ 

The don shook his head. ‘I don’t think I will; I think I'll go up 
now. You have one.’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘I don’t believe in solitary drinking.’ 

Alix laughed. “What nonsense! I’m thirsty; I'll have a very little 
one with you, Mr Ross.’ 

They went up in the elevator; Lockwood left them and went to 
bed. The pilot went with the girl to her room; the whisky and soda © 
were still standing on her dressing-table among her personal articles, 
her brush and comb, her powder compact, her little bottle of scent. 
Most of these the pilot knew by sight already. 

He poured out the drinks, a medium one for himself and a small 
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one for her, and put in the soda. Then he took his glass and strolled 
over to the open window, and stood looking out over the harbour. 

‘It’s not a bad place, this,’ he said. ‘I’ve had some good times 
here.’ 

She came and stood by him. ‘It’s a very shabby town.’ 

‘I know. But there’s something about it that I like. It’s a man’s 
town.’ : 

‘Have you been here a lot?’ 

‘Half a dozen times perhaps.’ He turned to her. ‘I’m glad we came 
here for the last night of our flight. To-morrow we'll be in New 
York, and it’ll all be over.’ 

She said slowly, ‘I’ve been thinking of that, too. I’ve enjoyed this 
trip, every minute of it. I’ve never done anything like this before. It’ll 
be something to look back on, all my life.’ 

He glanced down at her. The curl of the hair around her neck 
fascinated him; it was all he could do to prevent himself from 
touching it. 

He stirred suddenly. ‘It’s the last lap to-morrow,’ he said a little 

‘harshly. Then he smiled, and raised his glass. ‘The last lap —- may the 
luck still hold.’ 

She stood there looking up at him, more like Hekja than he had 
ever known her. Involuntarily he caught his breath. She raised her 
own glass. ‘To our luck,’ she said. ‘No more dreams, Mr Ross.’ 

He stared at her for a moment; she was Hekja to the life. ‘No,’ he 
said very quietly, ‘no more dreams.’ He set his glass down, took her 
by the shoulders and kissed her. 

In a moment he released her, and they stood facing each other, 
breathing a little quickly. ‘I’m sorry I did that,’ he said unsteadily. 
‘But it’s the last lap, and it’s just as well that you should know.’ 

She said, ‘I’m not sorry, if you wanted to, Mr Ross. But please 
don’t do it again.’ 

He turned back to the window. “You needn’t be afraid of that,’ he 
said. ‘I don’t know why | did it then —- something you said about my 
dream. But you know the way I feel about you.’ 

She smiled faintly. ‘It was a pretty good demonstration.’ She 
paused, and then she said, ‘I’ve never been in love. Not since I was a 
schoolgirl, and in love with Leslie Howard. It doesn’t happen easily 
to me.’ 

‘I know,’ he said. ‘Nor very easily to me.’ He turned back to her, 
and took her hand. ‘Do you think that it would ever happen?’ 

She said in a low tone, ‘I don’t know, Donald. If it did, I’d let you 

. know.’ 
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They stood in silence for a minute; then he let her go. ‘I think I'd 
better say good night, Miss Alix,’ he said heavily. ‘It’s a vicious law, 
this one that makes you drink in bedrooms. It puts ideas into one’s 
head.’ 

She came with him to the door. ‘Not a bit of it,’ she said. “They’ve 
been there for a long time. I know that.’ 

He smiled. ‘Maybe you're right.’ He turned to her. ‘Good night.’ 

She said softly, ‘Good night, Mr Ross,’ and shut the door on him. 
Both went to bed, and lay awake most of the night. Neither of them 
slept for more than an hour or so before the telephone bell rang to 
call them to get up. 

They breakfasted in the deserted dining-room, the pilot taciturn, 
and Alix very attentive to the requirements of her father. Then they 
went down to the seaplane in a taxi. They went on board, the 
mooring lines were slipped, and the motor dory towed them out into 
the harbour. By eight o’clock they were in the air, and turning to 
head southwards down the coast. 

For the first hour they flew down the eastern side of Nova Scotia, 
past Chester and Liverpool. At a quarter past nine they came to the 
end of the land; the pilot got upon his compass course and they went 
droning out south-westwards over a deep blue sea. It was warm in 
the cabin of the seaplane, though they were flying at three thousand 
feet. Lockwood dozed in his seat beside the pilot. Alix sat behind, 
watching Ross at his work, thinking about the episode of the night. 
She had become aware that she was very fond of him; it was incon- 
ceivable that after the flight was over she should never see him 
again. But it was everything or nothing, now. She must be fair to 
him. 

The pilot busied himself with the navigation, and with transmitting 
messages upon the radio from time to time. For two hours the sea- 
plane droned on over the sea. 

Presently Alix leaned forward and touched the pilot on the 
shoulder. She pointed at a shadow on the far horizon, dead ahead of 
them. ‘What’s that? Is it land?’ 

He nodded, and turned in his seat to speak to her. ‘It’s Province- 
town — the north end of Cape Cod. We’re just about dead on our 
course.’ He showed her the map. 

Lockwood woke up and they all examined the map together; the 
pilot throttled a little and allowed the seaplane to lose height slowly 
as they approached the land. They sat back in their seats and waited 
as the end of the cape drew slowly near, as the machine sank grad- 
ually towards it. Fresh from his sleep, Lockwood looked around him 
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and noticed the pilot’s face; it was drawn and tired, and very intent 
on the land. His appearance worried the don slightly; it was just as 
well, he thought, that this was the last flight they had to make. 
Thinking it over, it seemed to him that Ross had not had nearly 
enough rest. They had come from Julianehaab to Halifax in two long 
days of flying, and this was the third. It would be a good thing when 
they got down to New York, and there would be no more flying to 
be done. 

The noise of the engine died suddenly to a whisper, and the nose 
of the machine dropped to a glide. The don glanced quickly at the 
pilot. He was still gazing intently at the spit of land now looming 
ahead of them dead on their gliding path, and growing larger every 
minute. Then he saw that Ross had his hand upon the throttle, and 
knew that he was gliding down on purpose. 

The don said, “What is it?’ 

The pilot never took his eyes from the low, sandy spit. ‘It’s all 
right, sir,’ he said irritably. ‘I throttled down.’ 

Lockwood said no more, but turned to look ahead. They were 
down nearly to a thousand feet, and the details of the land were 
clear. It was low and sandy; to the south of them it stretched on 
indefinitely. To the north it ended in the sea almost beneath them, 
curving away in a curious hook of sandbanks. There was a town of 
white wooden houses in the sandhills, Provincetown, and a very 
high square tower built of grey stone. There was a loop of arterial 
road around the town, with cars dotted about on it as it ran through 
the sandhills. 

Then all this swung round to their left as the pilot turned away, 
still on the glide. They were now low enough to see the detail of the 
sea, a heavy swell that broke in white surf upon the sunlit, sandy 
beaches. For an agonizing moment both Alix and her father thought 
that the pilot was going to land upon the sea; the experience that 
they had gained upon the flight told each of them that landing on 
that sea could only mean disaster. Both controlled their feelings, 
neither of them moved or spoke to Ross. Then the beach appeared 
again on their right. The pilot’s hand moved slowly on the throttle, 
the engine came to life again, and they began to fly along the coast 
towards the south. 

They flew only a hundred yards or so from the beach, and barely 
twenty feet above a hideously rough sea. Both Lockwood and his 
daughter had implicit confidence in Ross. He had never flown so 
low with them before and they did not like it; they knew that height 


- meant safety in the air. Their confidence told them that he probably 
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had some good reason for it and that it would be better not to worry — 


him. They relaxed a little, and looked at the land. 

It was extraordinarily similar. A sandy cliff seventy or a hundred 
feet in height seemed to be crowned with bushes and low scrub; as 
the top of it was above the seaplane most of the time they could 
only catch glimpses of the land behind. The foot of the cliff ran out 
in a short beach on which the white surf rolled and beat in breakers. 
Ahead of them, as far as they could see, this beach and cliff stretched 
on continuously, evenly, uninterrupted. They flew on low beside 
it for minute after minute, mile after mile; there was no break or 
interruption in the cliff or in the beach. 

Alix leaned forward and touched the pilot on the shoulder. ‘What 
a marvellous beach!’ 

He turned a white, strained face to her. ‘I know this place. We 
called it Wonderstrands.’ a 

Alix was staggered for a moment. Then she rose to the occasion. 


She got up from her seat and leaned over his shoulder, her face very’ 


close to his, speaking into his ear. ‘Donald,’ she said gently, ‘you 


dreamed about Wonderstrands. It was very wonderful, and lovely, 


but it was only a dream. This is a real place, Cape Cod.’ 

A stray wisp of her hair brushed his cheek. He said, ‘I know. But 
this is the place we came to in my dream. Don’t you remember?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I wasn’t with you in your dream,’ she said, 
a little sadly. ‘It was Hekja who was with you then, Donald. It wasn’t 
me. All I know is the present, that we’re in a seaplane, and we’re 
rather near the water. Don’t you think we might fly a little 
higher ?’ 

He said, ‘I wanted to see it as we saw it then, just to be sure.’ He 
eased the wheel back, and climbed to three or four hundred feet. 

Lockwood stirred and was about to say something; his daughter 
motioned to him to be silent. She crouched beside the pilot, her head 
very near to his, her hand upon his shoulder. They flew on down 
the immense beach for another ten minutes; it seemed endless and 
unchanging. Presently Ross said uncertainly, ‘There was a little 
sandy island, where we found the honey-dew. I can’t see it yet.’ 

Alix said gently, “You can’t expect everything to be quite the 
same as in your dream, Donald.’ 

‘I suppose not.’ 

A minute or two later they came level with Eastham. Looking 
ahead, the girl saw a series of wide stretches of inland water separated 
from the sea by sand-bars, calm and inviting. She said quietly, ‘We 
could land on one of those lagoons. Why don’t we put down there? 
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We could have lunch on shore, and see if we could make sense of 
it all.’ 

He turned to her, smiling bitterly. ‘I daresay you think I’m off 
my head. I’m quite all right, Miss Alix. But I’m telling you — this is 
the place I came to in my dream.’ 

‘Wouldn’t you like to land?’ 

T’ll land if you want to. But I’d rather go on myself, and see the 
whole of it.’ 

She hesitated, and then said, ‘All right.’ 

He flew on down the coast past Pleasant Bay and Chatham, the 
girl crouching close behind him. They turned the corner of the land 
and began to follow the shore westwards on the south side of the 
Cape. They flew on down the low-lying, sandy coast for a quarter of 
an hour, past Harwich and Hyannis; presently the country got a 
little bolder, and the shores more thickly wooded. Suddenly the 
pilot put the seaplane into a steep turn above a harbour entrance 
between sandy spits, leading to inland water. 

He said to Alix, ‘This is the place where we went in. I’m going to 
go down low again to have a look. Don’t be afraid.’ 

She smiled, and said, ‘Don’t go and hit anything.’ 

‘I won’t do that.’ 

He throttled back, and circled out to sea. The orange seaplane sank 
towards the water; presently he opened up again and flew towards 
the harbour entrance about thirty feet above the water. 

‘This is the place,’ he said. 

They passed the sand-spit and flew on above the placid inland 
water, with Osterville Grand Island on their right hand and Cotuit 
on the left. They passed on between the wooded shores into the 
Great Bay and turned to the north. A narrow, river-like stretch of 
water led inland with wooded country to the west and fairly open, 
park-like country to the east. They shot up this at ninety miles an 
hour; it opened out into a still, inland lagoon completely surrounded 
by the woods. The pilot took the seaplane up to about three hundred 
feet, and circled round. 

‘That’s where we came to,’ he said quietly. ‘We made our camp 
down there, under that little knoll.’ 

They stared down at the lagoon. It lay still and attractive in the 
morning sunlight; the woods cast bright reflections in the calm 
water. There were two or three shacks or summer cottages clustered 
at one end of it and one or two large houses dotted about among the 
trees, not very near the shore. Otherwise it was deserted. 

Alix said, ‘Are you sure about it, Donald?’ 
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He said, ‘There’s nothing changed here since we came before. Only — 
those houses in the woods have come. Would you get back into your 
seat, Miss Alix? I’m going down to land.’ 

She slipped back into her seat. The pilot closed the throttle and 
put the seaplane into a wide gliding turn. He came in over the little 
shacks at the east end of the lagoon, slipped down towards the water, — 
and flattened out with a little burst of engine. The floats touched 
gently and bit down into the surface; the seaplane slowed, sank down 
into the water, and came to rest before the little cove. Ross turned . 
and taxied in towards the beach. 

The floats touched on the sand, and the machine came to rest. The 
pilot cut the switches and the propeller stopped; silence closed down 
upon them. He turned to Lockwood. ‘This is the place we came to 
in my dream,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, but I had to land.’ 

He got out of his seat and pressed past Alix, opened the cabin door, 
and made his way along the float. From their seats the don and his 
daughter watched him as he splashed through the shallow water to 
the beach, as he stood upon the sand looking around. . 

The girl said uncertainly, ‘Daddy, what ought we to do? Do you 
think he’s all right?’ 

Her father said slowly, ‘I think so. He’s had a curious experience, 
and he’s been living under a great strain. I think he’s quite all right.’ 
He turned to her. ‘We don’t know everything there is to know,’ he 
said. ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of in that.’ 

She said, ‘I’d never be afraid of Mr Ross, Daddy.’ 

‘Of course you wouldn’t.’ 

She stirred uneasily in her seat. ‘I don’t think he ought to be alone.’ 

Her father said, ‘You go to him. You’re nearer him than I shall 
ever be.’ 

She got out of her seat, got down on to the float, and went along it 
to the beach. Lockwood followed her a minute later. She reached the 
pilot. ‘Donald,’ she said gently. ‘Is it the place you thought it was?’ 

He nodded. ‘It’s the place, all right. We made our camp up there, 
at the top of the beach.’ 

He turned to meet the don as he came up. ‘I suppose you think 
I’m mad, sir,’ he said evenly. ‘Probably I am. If so, I’m not fit to fly 
for you any more. But you're all right here, and the machine’s safe 
enough. You'll only have to walk a mile to find a telephone. Ring 
up the Boston airport, and they’ll send a pilot down to take her 
away.’ 


Lockwood said, ‘Do you mean that you want to resign the job, 
Mr Ross?’ 
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- The pilot said, ‘That’s right. I’ve flown enough for the time being, 
evidently. There comes a time when you've just got to stop. It may 
be I shall never fly again. In any case, I’m chucking up the job.’ 

‘You're doing nothing of the sort,’ said Lockwood. 

There was a momentary silence. 

The don faced him squarely. ‘If you are ill now — and I don’t think 
you are — it’s because you've worked too hard to make this journey 
a success. I’m not going to let you give up your job like this. I'll get 
someone else to take the seaplane down to Baltimore by all means, 
if you like. But I want you to come back with us to England.’ 

The pilot said, ‘I don’t care, either way.’ Nothing seemed to matter 
now. There was a bitterness in his voice that made the girl’s heart 
ache. 

He turned away and moved up the beach; she followed a little way 
behind him in the soft sand. Lockwod hesitated, and let them go 
alone. 

The pilot stopped at the edge of the woods and looked around. ‘It’s 
all very like it was, as I remember it,’ he said. ‘Only, the trees are 
smaller — it’s all second growth, this stuff. It’s a shame, that. It was 
so pretty then.’ 

The girl said gently, ‘This place means a lot to you, Donald, doesn’t 
it?’ 

He said, ‘I was very happy here.’ 

He turned towards the little knoll. ‘That’s our hill,’ he said. “Would 
you come up there with me?’ 

She said in a low tone, ‘Of course.’ 

They turned, and left the beach in silence. In silence they climbed 
up the little knoll above the quiet lagoon; the ground was soft and 
springy under their feet. At the top the girl stood for a minute, look- 
ing around. The still water lay beneath them, mirroring reflections 
of the trees and of the sky; the orange seaplane lay below them on 
the beach. It was very quiet. 

‘It’s a friendly place,’ she said at last. 

‘Why do you say that?’ 

She turned to the pilot. He was on his knees beside a rock, covered 
in lichen and half buried in the sand. He was staring up at her. ‘Why 
did you say that?’ he asked again. 

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know, Donald. Some places are happy 
places. This is one of them.’ 

‘I know.’ He glanced at the rock. ‘Do you remember this?’ 

She knelt down on the turf beside him. ‘I’m afraid not, Donald,’ she 
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He laid his hand upon it. ‘This is our stone.’ 

“You mean, this is the stone you dreamed about?’ she asked. 

He nodded. ‘This is it.’ 

Lockwood came up the knoll to them; the pilot raised his head. 
‘I dreamed that we put a stone up on this hill, sir,’ he said evenly. 
‘Well, here it is.’ 

The don put on his spectacles and said, ‘Let’s have a look at it.’ 
There was something very soothing in his practical acceptance of the 
fact. He dropped on to his knees with them beside the stone, and 
passed his hand over it. Then he got his knife and scraped a corner of 
it with a sharp tool. After a time he said, ‘It looks like a tertiary 
basalt — an augitite.’ 

He raised his head and stared out over the lagoon. ‘If that’s the 
case,’ he said, ‘it can’t be native to the cape. It’s all sand and silica 
formations here. There’s no basalt in these parts, Somebody must 
have brought it from some other place.’ 

Ross nodded. ‘We got it from the hill above our camp at Brattalid. 
That’s where we got all the ballast for the ship.’ 

They all stared down at it in silence for a time. 

‘That’s a possibility,’ Lockwood said at last. “You get this sort of 
basalt there, all right.’ 

The pilot got to his feet. ‘Let’s lift it up and have a proper look,’ 
he said. ‘I think it’s got some more to tell us, if it gets a chance.’ 

It was half buried in the turf; with some difficulty they heaved it 
from its bed. The buried face was cleaner than the top part; there 
were marks cut deep into the stone that ran under the lichens of the 
part that was exposed. They bent over it and scraped the lichens 
clear, working in silence. 

Presently the don said, ‘These are runic carvings.’ 

He brushed the dust away, and stepped back to see them in full 
view. The marks were quite clear where they had been covered by 
the ground, weathered and less distinct above. They made a pattern: 
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‘Haki and Hekja,’ Ross said softly. ‘And it’s been here all this time.’ 
Lockwood glanced at him. ‘That’s what it seems to mean.’ He 
stooped and traced the markings with his finger. ‘Haki and Hekja. 
So this is where Leif came to.’ He stared out absently across the 
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lagoon, and was silent for a minute. Then he turned to Ross. ‘This 
ought to set your mind at rest,’ he said. ‘The Norsemen must have 
come here, as you thought.’ 

He got to his feet, and went down to the seaplane to get a camera 
to photograph the stone before it was disturbed again. The pilot 
stood up, and stared across the woods towards the west, towards the 
gently rising foothills of the mainland. ‘It’s turned out a good 
country,’ he said thoughtfully. “We told Leif that it was the best land - 
in the world. And so it was.’ 

The girl was still crouching down beside the stone, fingering the 
runes. He knelt down again beside her. She ran her fingers slowly 
over the lines. 

‘I know these marks,’ she said at last. ‘I’ve done this before, some 
Gee 2s 

She raised her eyes to his. “You were very much in love with Hekja, 
Donald, weren’t you?’ 

He nodded without speaking. 

The girl said gently, ‘Tell me, what was she like?’ 

He said, ‘She was like you.’ 

He took her hand in his. ‘We were very much in love in those 
days,’ he said softly. ‘We could be again. Leif said our names would 
be together, for as long as this stone should endure.’ 

‘I know, Donald.’ There was a little pause, and then she said, “The 
names of two young Scots, who should have been remembered for 
the work they did, who have been quite forgotten.’ 

He said, ‘Not quite. We shall remember them.’ 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Think no more, lad; laugh, be jolly: 
Why should men make haste to die? 
Empty heads and tongues a-talking 
Make the rough road easy walking, 
And the feather pate of folly 
Bears the falling sky. 


A. E. HOUSMAN. 


Peter Marshall stirred in the broad light of day, and woke up slowly. 


The pale sun of February streamed into his narrow room, a gold 
streak crossing the foot of his bed and lighting on the deal wash- 
stand. He saw the sunlight through half-opened eyes, then closed 
them again to ease the dazzle. He could not close his ears. He heard, 
passing away above his head, the high scream of an ungeared engine 
in fine pitch, and automatically his mind said, ‘Harvard.’ He listened, 
tense even in his torpor, till the note dropped as the unseen pilot 
changed to coarse and throttled back a little; then he relaxed and 
pressed his head more deeply in the pillow. 

It would not have woken him if it had been a Wellington. Wimpies 
were part and parcel of his life, the very texture of his work. He 
was awake now, though he lay with his eyes closed. There was a 
Wimpey running up one engine, somewhere away out in the middle 
distance of the aerodrome. It would be one of the ones up for forty 
hour inspection, or else the one that hadn’t taken off last night. The 
engine, he decided, sounded lousy. 

The noise died down to a tick over and, he heard the birds. There 
were elm trees opposite the mess, retained for camouflage; these 
trees were full of rooks. He heard them cawing and disputing. He 
heard the twittering of sparrows. He heard a cow lowing from the 
meadow. He heard an A.C.2 pass beneath his window whistling, 
‘Daisy, Daisy . . .’ He opened his eyes again, and there was the pale 
gold sun streaming across the wash-stand. He turned his head to look 
at the window and saw a pale blue, cloudless sky, and felt the cold 
air fresh upon his face. He remembered the Met. report and the belt 
of high pressure that extended out into the Atlantic. 

‘God, he muttered drowsily, ‘it’s going to be a bloody fine day.’ 
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He raised his head to look at the wrist-watch laid upon the chair — 
beside him; it was seven minutes past ten. He closed his eyes again, » 
calculating. It had been nearly three when he had got to bed, he 
thought. They had landed back just before two. Taxi-ing to dispersal 
and handing over to the ground crew took a bit of time. Ten minutes 
in the truck to Wing Headquarters and twenty minutes over the 
report. Then the truck again to the Mess, and a quarter of an hour, 
sleepy and silent, over cocoa and buns. It must have been three before 
he was in bed. That meant he had only had seven hours’ sleep; enough 
for an old man, maybe, but not for a growing boy. He need not get 
up yet. 

“ile stretched and turned over in his bed, savouring the comfort of 
it, closing his eyes and striving to regain the warm oblivion from 
which the Harvard had dragged him. He could not sleep again. He 
lay for twenty minutes growing gradually wakeful, till he heard 
the batwoman banging about in the room next to his. He heard the 
rattle of china as she emptied the basin into her slop-pail. 

The partitions were only beaverboard. He shouted, ‘Beatrice! 
Beatrice — come in here a minute.’ 

He heard the pail go down with a rattle of the handle, and she put 
her head around the door. ‘Did you call, Mr Marshall?’ 

‘I did,’ he said. He turned in bed to look at her. ‘Have you been 
down for your elevenses?’ 

‘Not yet. We aren’t supposed to go before half past ten.’ 

‘It’s half past ten now. Will you bring me up a cup of tea when 
you come back?’ 

She giggled. ‘Oh, Mr Marshall! You know I’m not supposed to do 
that, not at this time of the morning. Mrs Stevens, she wouldn’t half 
let me know about it if she saw me.’ 

‘She won't see you.’ 

“When are you going to get up, Mr Marshall? I got this room to do 
before dinner.’ 

Tll get up when I’ve had my tea,’ 

She said, ‘I never promised,’ and shut the door. Lying there in bed 
and asking for tea, she thought, and with the sun streaming in, and 
all. Even if he had been out late. She had heard the aircraft coming 
in over her hutment in the camp, in the middle of the night. Them 
blue pyjamas he had on were ever so nice, and he didn’t half look 
nice in them. She went downstairs to get his tea. 

Marshall sat up in bed. The room, small as it was, held all his 
personal belongings. He got out of bed and crossed to the corner by 
the door, and picked up a long green rod bag. From a top drawer of 
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the chest of drawers he took a little leather bag that held a reel. 
Carrying these with him, he returned to bed. 

He had been introduced to fishing about six or seven months before 
by Sergeant Phillips, his rear-gunner, who came from York. In peace- 
time Phillips worked a complicated machine that put the chocolate 
on to chocolate biscuits, but his heart was in fishing. Every Sunday 
he would go out and sit on the bank of some slow-flowing stream, 
frequently the Derwent. He fished for nothing but roach. With his 
long greenheart roach-pole, his bag of ground bait, and his gentles he 
would sit all day, watchful, alert, and patient. He had developed into 
a very good rear-gunner in the Wimpey. 

He had taught Marshall to fish for roach. He had succeeded so 
far as he had fired his captain with enthusiasm for fishing, but his 
pupil had soon deserted roach for pike. Spinning for pike was more 
in keeping with the quick energy of the pilot; moreover, you could 
eat stuffed pike. It was true that Phillips ate the roach, but it was 
generally conceded that roach were an acquired taste. If you hap- 
pened to like eating cotton-wool stuffed with mud you liked eating 
roach. 

Gunnar was a roach fisherman, and used to go and sit with Phillips 
by the slow stream two miles away, the River Fittel that ran south- 
wards to the Thames through the pleasant farms of Oxfordshire. 
Gunnar Franck was a Dane from Copenhagen, a sergeant pilot, 
Marshall’s second pilot and navigator. In 1940 he had been a medical 
student in his home town; he had reached England from Norway in 
a fishing-boat in 1941 and had spent six weeks in an internment camp 
while his credentials were examined. He approved of that, and fre- 
quently told the story in the sergeants’ mess. ‘Ver’ careful, ver’ good,’ 
he would say. ‘Soon as I got on shore at Aberdeen, officer asks me 
questions. I not speak English ver’ well those days, and pretty soon 
he think I was a Nazi. I spend six weeks in prison.’ From gaol he had 
been sent to Ottawa, from Ottawa to Arizona to a flying school. Ten 
months later he had flown a Hudson back from Montreal to Scotland 
as a second pilot. He had been a second pilot ever since, though 
recently he had been re-mustered as a navigator. 

Gunnar was a big young man with a red face and curly black hair, 
good-tempered, methodical, and rather slow. So far as Marshall knew 
he had never made a mistake in navigation, and no emergency had 
ever made him hurry. He never passed a course or distance verbally, 
but wrote it down and gave it to his captain. He had explained this 
once to Marshall. ‘No mistakes,’ he said, beaming good-humouredly. 
‘No mistakes this way. Perhaps one day you think I say something 
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when I mean differently, so I think it better that I write it down.’ He 
always crossed his sevens in the continental style. 

These two, Phillips and Gunnar Franck, formed the backbone of 
the crew; the others came and went in training or dilution of the 
air-crews, but the rear-gunner and the navigator stayed with 
Marshall. He had reflected once or twice that all of them were fisher- 
men, and had once suggested that a heraldic roach, rampant in or 
upon a field of gules, should decorate the front fuselage of the current 
Wimpey. The Wing Commander had taken a poor view of that and 
Marshall, lying in bed in the pale sunlight, was not altogether sorry 
that the scheme had come to nothing. A roach was a lousy fish to 
put upon a Wellington. A pike, a pike with great snapping jaws 
and very fierce would be altogether different. 

Sitting up in bed he assembled his new rod. It was a very little rod, 
a slender wand of steel more like a rapier than a rod, not more than 
five feet long. It was beautifully made and finished. The sun glinted 
on the chromium-plated rings above the wand; the shaped cork grip 
nestled in the palm of his hand. He fitted the little multiplying reel 
and flicked tentatively in the air above his bed. A chap could chuck 
a plug a hell of a way with that. 

The W.A.A.F. batwoman found him sitting so when she brought 
in his tea, critically examining his new rod. ‘My,’ she said, ‘what’s 
that you’ve got?’ 

‘Fishing-rod,’ he said. 

She said again, ‘My .. .’ Them pyjamas were a dream. ‘Well, 
here’s your tea. Now you get up, ’n let me do this room.’ 

‘Tll get up in a minute.’ 

She said, ‘Don’t sit there playing with your fishing-rod. I got my 
work to do.’ 

She went out, and the pilot sat on in his bed, sipping the large cup 
of hot, sweet tea that she had brought him. He was in no hurry to 
get up. He had missed breakfast by the best part of a couple of hours, 
and it was a full hour and a half before lunch. For decency, he would 
have to go and look his Wimpey over; he could do that before lunch. 
He did not want to fly it; for the moment he was sated with flying. 
What he wanted most of all to do, and what he certainly would do 
when he had had a meal, was to take his new rod and his new 
reel and his new plugs, and ride three miles on his bicycle to Cold- 
stone millpool, and see if he could get a pike. 

He took the rod to pieces and packed it away again, and presently 
he got out of bed. He walked over to the window and looked out. He 
could not see the aerodrome. He looked out over a small valley, 
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pasture and ploughland alternating in chequers, parted by hedges 
and great bushy trees. It was very still, and quiet, and sunny. Over 


- to the right a little squad of W.A.A.F.s were standing in open order 


in a field doing physical jerks. The girls wore battle-dress in Air 
Force blue; the Section Officer who was drilling them wore grey 
trousers and a grey jumper with a polo neck. She stood facing them. 
‘One — two — down — up — swing — stretch — down. Not bad. Let’s try 
that once again.’ A mile away he heard the village church of Hartley 
Magna chime the quarters, and then strike eleven. 

He rubbed his hand across his face, yawned, stretched, and went 
to the bathroom. 

Half an hour later he was getting on his bicycle to ride around the 
ring runway to dispersal. He rode slowly with one hand in his pocket, 
savouring the freshness of the morning. He passed various Welling- 
tons upon their little concrete bays. One had a gaping, jagged hole 
at the trailing edge of its starboard extension plane, that had removed 
a portion of the aileron and put the flap permanently half-way down. 
He glanced at it casually, without much interest, as he passed. It was 
a big job. Nobody was doing anything about it yet. 

He came to his own Wellington, R for Robert. The ground crew 
were working on it; the fitters had stripped the port engine of its 
cowling, and there was somebody in the cockpit. Marshall got off 
his bicycle and laid it down upon the grass, and strolled over to the 
port engine. 

‘Morning,’ he said. ‘How do we go?’ 

One of the fitters said, ‘You got an oil leak. Filter casting’s cracked. 


_ Did you know?’ 


Marshall shook his head. ‘Pressure was all right. Might have been 
five pounds down. Is it bad?’ 

The man went to the engine and wiped the casting with a dirty 
rag; immediately the new oil showed the crack. “You were nearly 
dry on this side,’ he said. ‘Not more’n two gallons in the tank.’ 

Marshall looked again. ‘Did something hit that?’ he asked. ‘Or 
did it just go?’ 

‘Just went, I should say.’ The man wiped it again. ‘I don’t see any 
mark.’ He glanced up at the pilot. ‘Is that right, it was Turin?’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

‘Much stuff about?’ 

‘Not much. Seen anything of Sergeant Pilot Franck this morning?’ 

‘He’s inside, sir.’ 

There were several people in the fuselage; Gunnar Franck, and 


- the corporal rigger, and one of the men from Vickers. Marshall swung 
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himself in and said, ‘What's this in aid of?’ 

Franck turned to him. ‘There is little holes,’ he said. ‘In the bomb 
doors and the underneath of the rear fuselage, and the tail also. I 
have thought that it was the rats, maybe.’ 

Marshall said, ‘Very likely. Couldn’t have been anything else.’ He 
bent with them to examine the damage, which was no more than 
superficial, and heard what the technician proposed to do about it. 
‘Strong teeth the little muggers have,’ he observed, fingering a 
buckled duralumin bracing of the geodetic. 

Gunnar said, ‘Also, they have strong stomachs. I have found the 
droppings.’ He opened his hand and showed three tiny, jagged frag- 
ments of shell-case. 

‘They’re not well,’ said Marshall. 

Phillips came down the fuselage from the rear turret. Marshall 
said, ‘Everything all right your end?’ 

‘Okay. I never fired a round all night, bar testing I'll check up 
with the target this afternoon, soon as I can get it.’ 

They got out of the aircraft and stood beside it in the warm sun- 
light. Before them stretched the field, criss-crossed with the wide 
runways, empty, idle, and still. Phillips said, ‘None of our lot bought 
it, did they?’ 

Marshall shook his head. ‘It was a bit of cake.’ He turned from the 
machine. ‘I’m going up to Coldstone Mill this afternoon to try aan 
get a pike,’ he said. “You coming along?’ 

The sergeant shook his head. ‘If I go out, I’ll go to the river.’ He 
meant, to fish for roach. ‘But I got a date for the pictures to-night, 
so I don’t suppose I'll go. Wouldn’t hardly be worth it.’ 

The pilot said, ‘I’ve got a twisted wire cast that I got in Oxford, 
and a single wire cast, and a sort of artificial gut cast — thick stuff. 
Which would you use?’ 

“With them plugs and the little rod? I’d use the single wire.’ 

‘Not the gut?’ 

‘I dunno. I never used that fancy sort of stuff for spinning. If there’s 
a fish there and he likes the bait, he wouldn’t bother about wire or 
gut.’ 

‘They don’t notice?’ 

‘Naow — not pike don’t. I knew a chap one time, in Elvington it 
was, used to use brass picture wire, fishing for pike. And he got 
plenty. Tain’t like as if it was roach.’ He paused, stooped under the 
fuselage and fingered a little rent in the belly fabric; then he 
straightened up again. “You should do all right this afternoon,’ he 
said. ‘They like the sunny days.’ 
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- He glanced up at the pilot. ‘Will we be doing a flight test to- 
morrow ?’ . 

‘If the riggers are through.’ 

‘They should be through with all that lot this afternoon. Them 
patches can have a second lick of dope first thing in the morning.’ 

‘Tll be out here at half past nine,’ the pilot said. “We'll try and 
get the flight test off before dinner.’ ; 

The sergeant said, ‘Okay. I’ll tell the boys.’ 

Marshall picked up his bicycle and rode off slowly down the run- 
way in the direction of the mess. The air was very still and fresh, 
the sky pale blue, the distance hazy. He passed the Wimpey with the 
damaged starboard wing. There were men about it now; as he rode 
slowly past Pat Johnson, the pilot, walked in front of it. 

Marshall, riding at a walking pace in the warm sun, said conversa- 
tionally, “‘You’ve made a bloody mess of that.’ 

The other grinned. ‘Got to have a new wing.’ 

‘What about a noggin?’ 

‘Right. I’ll be along in a minute.’ 

Marshall parked his bicycle and went up to his bedroom. The bat- 
woman had done the room and made his bed; he laid out all his fish- 
ing gear upon the counterpane and looked it over. Rod, reel, plugs, 
traces, fishing-bag —all were there, ready to be taken in a moment 
after lunch. He stood a little fingering them; then went down to the 
ante-room. 

Johnson was there; he pressed the bell and ordered a couple of 
pints of beer. Few of the pilots drank anything but beer, partly from 
inclination and partly from economy. Marshall said, ‘Have any 
trouble getting her down?’ 

The other shook his head. ‘She came in all right. She was all right 
once | put the flaps down. But she was a swine to handle all the way 
home. One flap was out and wouldn’t go back. We had to fly her all 
the way, in half hour spells. Then when we put the flaps down to 
land, she was all right.’ 

The beer came, two tankards on a tray borne by a white-coated 
W.A.A.F. ‘I looks towards you,’ said Johnson. 

‘I catches your eye,’ said Marshall. 

‘What are you doing to-day?’ 

‘Going fishing.’ 

‘Bet you don’t catch anything.’ 

‘No takers.’ 

They had been together at Hartley aerodrome for nearly a year. 
At onetime both had been novices of golf; they had laboured together 
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round the Hartley course counting it a superior achievement to hole 
out in less than eight. Marshall had tired of it and turned to fishing; 
Pat Johnson had gone forward to a handicap of fifteen in the local 
tournament. In the evenings they had formed the habit of finding 
amusement together; they were friends. They were much the same 
age, and from very much the same social class. Marshall had worked 
for a year before the war in an insurance office in Holborn; 
Pat Johnson had been apprenticed to an estate agent in Croydon. 
Both had developed into seasoned and reliable pilots of large air- 
craft. 

Johnson said, ‘Coming down to the “Black Horse” after dinner? 
Take you on at shove-halfpenny.’ 

‘If it’s not raining.’ 

‘It won't rain to-night.’ 

The ‘Black Horse’ was one of the two pubs in Hartley Magna, 
tacitly dedicated to the air crews; other ranks went to the ‘Swan’. The 
‘Black Horse’ was rather more than a mere country pub; in peace- 
time it had been something of a roadhouse, with a snack-bar that 
still sold sandwiches. It was the only social centre within walking 
distance of the aerodrome; for the wider life it was necessary to 
catch the occasional bus for Oxford, fourteen miles away, or jump 
a ride if there was transport going to the city. 

The pilots went and had their lunch together. A masterful, grey- 
haired woman of about forty-five, Flight Officer Stevens, came and 
sat by Marshall. ‘Morning,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a bone to pick with you.’ 

Marshall knew what was coming; he had had this one with the 
Officer in charge W.A.A.F. before. ‘Really?’ he said innocently. 
‘What’s that?’ 

“Your cup of tea. I cannot have the girls wasting their time bring- 
ing you up cups of tea in the middle of the morning. They’ve got 
their work to do, and that’s not it. If you want elevenses you must 
come down and get it.’ 

Marshall said, ‘It was only a little cup . . .’ 

‘It was the biggest we've got on the station. She put two spoonfuls 
of sugar in, too, which isn’t allowed, and she’d have given you a 
third if I hadn’t caught her. Next time I'll put her on a charge.’ 

‘I wouldn’t do that.’ 

‘I will. You see if I don’t.’ 

Marshall dropped the subject, uncertain if the officer was aware 
that he had got his cup of tea or not. Instead, he said, ‘If I catch a 
fish this afternoon can I have it for lunch to-morrow?’ 

Pat Johnson said, ‘That’s what they call an academic question.’ 
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Mrs Stevens said, ‘If it’s one tiddley little roach, you can’t. If it’s 
a fish that will feed several people, or a lot of fish, you can.’ 

‘What do you call a lot of fish?’ 

‘Three or four pounds.’ 

‘That’s hitched his wagon to a star all right,’ said Mr Johnson. 

They went on with the meal in silence. The grey-haired Flight 
Officer felt out of things beside these inconsequential young men. 
They had no right to make her feel . . . old, but they did. She could 
no longer put herself alongside twenty-year-old youth. That after- 
noon while they were at their games, or flying, she would be writing 
to her husband in the Western Desert, somewhere near Benghazi. She 


_ wrote every other day. The war had brought him two promotions, 


so that he was now Air Commodore Stevens, and that was splendid; 
but it had broken up their home. They had had a little house at 
Chislehurst which had been convenient when he was at the Air 
Ministry. Three years before they had put the furniture in store, and 
shut the door and left that little house. He had gone to Egypt, she 
had gone into the W.A.A.F.s, the two children had been sent to board- 
ing-school. The furniture, all that they had, was burnt in the London 
blitz; when the war ended they would have to start all over again. 
In the meantime she must live with young men and young women 
twenty years her junior, lonely and out of it. She knew they took 
her for a dragon. She did not want to be a dragon, which was why 
she had allowed the girl Beatrice to take Marshall the cup of tea. But 
she could never get alongside them; she knew now that she never 
would. She was too old. 

Marshall got away from her as soon as he decently could, and 

drank a quick cup of coffee in the ante-room. Then he went up to 
his bedroom: in five minutes he was on his bicycle riding out of the 
camp. 
Coldstone Mill was a tall, factory-like building set in the country- 
side upon the River Fittel. A lane crossed the river on a stone bridge 
of two arches; a hundred yards below the bridge the mill stood by 
the weir, and below that again was the mill-pool. It was a broad, 
gravelly pool, scoured wide by the mill-stream and the weir, over- 
hung by trees at the lower end. It stood in pasture fields, very sunny 
and bright. 

The pilot left his bicycle at the mill and went down to the pool. 
For a time he walked slowly round the edge trying if he could see a 
fish; presently he sat down and began to assemble his rod. He fitted 
the little silvery reel and threaded the fine line, and chose the little 
trace with the single wire, as the rear-gunner had advised him. He 
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spread out his collection of seven plugs upon the flat canvas of his — 
bag and studied them thoughtfully. Finally he chose a desperate- 
looking parody of a small fish, more like a septic banana than a fish, 
and hooked it on the trace. Then, standing up, he began to cast over 
the pool. 

He spent the next minutes clearing over-runs upon his reel. He 
was not a very skilled performer. _ 

He fished for the next hour, supremely happy. The rhythm of the 
cast, the antics of the plug, delighted him; the warm sunlight, and the 
very fact of handling a well-designed instrument, made him con- 
tent. The rush of water from the weir made a murmur that drowned 
the sound of the many aircraft that were in the sky, except when 
they passed closely overhead; the water slipping past over the green 
weed and the gravelly shallows was a thing remote from any of his 
duties. 

He paused after an hour or so, and sat down on the ground, and lit 
a pipe. He took off the septic banana and fitted in its place a peculiar 
whirligig designed to represent a lame mouse taking swimming exer- 
cise, alleged to be very attractive to a pike. He was still sitting smok- 
ing when he turned to a step behind him. 

It was Gunnar Franck carrying his roach-pole and his little stool, 
on his way down to the quieter reaches of the river. ‘Phillips, he say 
you have come here,’ he said. ‘Goes well?’ 

‘Very well,’ said the pilot. ‘Marvellous afternoon, isn’t it?’ He 
lifted the little steel rod. ‘Have a crack with this.’ 

The Dane took the little rod doubtfully, made an ineffective cast, 
and produced a tangle of line massed and jamming the reel. He 
handed the rod back to Marshall. ‘I shall go catch a roach,’ he said. 
“When I come back, he will be disentangled, yes?’ 

The pilot began to unravel the line. ‘Just in time for you to muck 
it up again,’ he said. ‘Getcha!’ He glanced up at the Dane. ‘None of 
those bits hit any of the tanks, did they? I was thinking of that just 
now. I ought to have looked to see.’ 

‘I looked.’ Above their heads, in a bare elm tree, there was a sud- 
den flap and clatter, and a pigeon flew off. They raised their heads 
to watch it. ‘I looked, but there was nothing. Only the bomb doors 
and the belly and the fabric underneath the tail. It is no damage, 
really.’ 

Marshall said, ‘It was just as you said “Bombs away.” Just after 
that, wasn’t it? We were running up too long.’ 

‘One minute only. Sixty-five seconds. I had the stop-watch run- 
ning,’ said Gunnar. 
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‘We'll have to get it shorter. I’d hate to get shot up by the Eyeties. 
I should die of shame.’ 

‘Of shame?’ The Dane wrinkled his forehead; there were still 
points of English manners that eluded him. 

The pilot said, ‘Did you see that pigeon? This place is stiff with 
them. You haven’t got a gun?’ 

Gunnar shook his head. ‘Sergeant Pilot Nutter, he hasa rifle. A little 
gun, his own. Two-two.’ . 

‘Bring it out with you next time you come and let’s see if we can’t 
get one or two. They’re bloody good eating, pigeons.’ 

‘O-—oh, yes. Pigeons is ver’ good eating. In my country we eat 
many pigeons.’ 

‘Well, see if you can lay your hands on that gun, and let’s have 
a crack at them.’ 

‘The farmer — it will be all right?’ 

‘Tl see the people at the mill and see if they mind. They ought 
not to. I’ll race around the mess and see if I can borrow a shot- 
gun. It’s a good thing to shoot pigeons. They eat the crops. It says 
so in the paper.’ 

‘Perhaps the farmer does not read the paper.’ . 

‘Get that rifle, anyway.’ The pilot wound the last of the line back 
smoothly on to the reel. He raised the little rod above and behind 
his head and flicked his arm; the plug went sailing out into the stream 
smoothly and with no effort. 

‘Nice,’ said Gunnar. He stooped to the bag and picked out a red- 
dish, translucent plug bait. ‘I think this one will be the best.’ He 
pointed to the shallows and the backwater between beds of reeds. 
‘There is the best place for a pike.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Too weedy and too shallow.’ He paused. ‘Do you 
think we could get the run up a bit shorter?’ 

‘T will try,’ 

Marshall reeled the plug into his feet and drew it dripping from 
the water. ‘I'll try telling you the evasive action that I’m going to 
take, down the intercom. Each move, so that you know what’s 
coming. And you can tell me which way to bias it. We'll have to 
waltz into position before levelling off.’ 

‘It will be ver’ difficult,’ said Gunnar doubtfully. 

‘We'll have a stab at it to-morrow on the flight test.’ 

‘Okay.’ The Dane picked up his rod. ‘Now I will catch a roach 
for tea.’ 

Marshall called after him, ‘Don’t forget about that rifle.’ 

Gunnar raised his hand, and the pilot stood watching him for a 
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moment as he went away down-stream between the trees in the 
dappled sunshine. He was a damn good chap, Marshall thought. 
That matter of the tanks — Gunnar never missed a thing. He’d prob- 
ably get his roach all right. 

Marshall turned back to the pool and began casting. 

A quarter of an hour later he rested again, thoughtful. There might 
be something in what Gunnar said; pike liked sunny spots and some- 
times came into quite shallow water. He did not think he could 
cast in among those reeds without catching his plug and losing it 
eventually; still, if it wouldn’t catch a fish what good was it to him? 
He cast the lame mouse up the backwater into a shallow swim 
between green beds of weed and drew it fluttering towards him. Was 
it his fancy, or was there something following behind the bait? 

He cast to the same place a second and a third time, without 
result. Then he changed to the reddish plug that Gunnar had advised, 
and made an experimental cast or two out into the rough water of 
the pool. Having got his length, he cast again to the same place, the 
gravelly, weedy shallow, and began reeling in. 

In the backwater there was a sudden splashing gulp upon the sur- 
face. The line tightened and the little rod bent suddenly; he gripped 
it with both hands and heard the reel scream as the line went out. 
He knew at once that it was a bigger fish than he had ever hooked 
before; indeed, he had only caught two pike in his life, both very 
small. In the backwater there was a thrashing turmoil in the weeds 
with quick jerks on the line. He grasped the handle of the reel and 
got in line. The fish dashed from him up the backwater taking out 
line as he went; the pilot reeled him in again. Then, in the manner 
of a pike, the fight went out of him, and Marshall drew him through 
the swift water of the stream without a kick. He woke up when he 
saw the pilot and made a short run; then he was finished and came 
up to the surface as Marshall pulled him in. The great snapping 
mouth, cream coloured underneath, was open, the red plug hooked 
firm in the lower jaw. 

The young man breathed, ‘God, he’s a bloody monster.’ 

He had neither gaff nor landing-net nor priest. He had too much 
sense to touch the fish; he towed it with the rod, limp and supine in 
the water, to a little beach and pulled it up the sandy mud, wriggling 
and snapping the great jaws. Then with a stone he hit it gingerly 
upon the head, divided in his anxieties to kill it before it could escape, 
to kill it without injuring the look of it, and to avoid being bitten. 
Presently it lay still, and he pulled it up on to the grass. 

He was excited and exultant; it seemed to him to be a most enor- 
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mous fish. As soon as he dared put his hand near it he measured it 
with his thumb, which he knew to be an inch and a quarter from 
knuckle to tip; it was thirty-three inches long. 

_ His heart was fluttering with excitement. Mechanically he began 
to take down his rod and pack up his gear; he would fish no more 
that afternoon. Anything after this magnificent experience would 
be an anti-climax; there was a time to stop and rest upon achieve- 
ment, and this was it. Gingerly and timorously he poked a bit of 
string through the gills and made a loop. He slung his bag over his 

shoulder, and with the fish in one hand and his rod in the other went 
to find Gunnar. 

A wet fish thirty-three inches long suspended by a bit of thin 
string is not a convenient burden if you want to keep its tail from 
dragging on the ground. Carrying it with his arm crooked Marshall 
found the muscular exertion quite considerable and it spread its 
slime all down his battle-dress trousers; carrying it over his shoulder 
upon the butt end of the rod was easier, and it spread its slime all 
down the back of his blouse. In the open air, and while the slime 
was fresh, this did not seem to matter very much; it became import- 
ant to him later in the day. 

Gunnar saw him coming in the distance and stood up from his 
little stool, and came to meet him. ‘That is ver’ good,’ he said genially. 
‘It isa ver’ good fish, that one.’ 

Marshall said, ‘Thirty-three inches.’ 

‘So?’ The Dane felt the weight of it. “With which plug?’ 

‘The red one — and over in the shallows.’ 

Gunnar nodded. ‘He pull ver’ hard?’ 

Marshall said, ‘He gave up pretty soon.’ He paused. “Have you 
done any good?’ 

‘Two.’ The sergeant pilot opened his bag and showed two quarter- 
pound roach lying upon a bed of grass. 

‘Coming back to the camp?’ 

Gunnar shook his head. ‘They are feeding well; I shall stay here.’ 
He grinned. ‘I think that they have heard the news; so they come 
out to feed.’ 

Marshall glanced down at his fish. ‘I bet this one’s eaten a few 
roach in his time.’ 

He left Gunnar and walked up the bank towards his bicycle, carry- 
ing his awkward burden. He speculated as he went how much it 
weighed; his estimates showed a tendency to rise as he went on, so 
that the buoyancy of his spirits offset the fatigue of his arm. He 

reached the mill at last and spread the fish, now stiffening, across 
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his bicycle basket and tied it insecurely there with string. Then he 
rode back to the camp. 

The guard at the gate grinned broadly as he rode into the camp 
with a very large fish drooping at his handle-bars, and took occasion 
to salute him formally. Marshall returned the salute and rode on to 
the mess past laughing groups of aircraftsmen and W.A.A.F.s; no- 
body in the camp would ever say again that he could not catch fish. 
He parked the bike and carrying the fish went through into the 
kitchen and induced the W.A.A.F. cook to put it on the scales. It 
weighed eleven and a quarter pounds. 

‘My,’ she said. ‘That is a nice bit of fish now, isn’t it?’ Her words 
were like music to him. ‘Will you have it stuffed, Mr Marshall, like 
we did the other?’ 

He agreed, and she gave him a dish for it and arranged it stretched — 
out at full length, and he carried it through into the dining-room and 
put it on the table for display. Then he went through to the ante- 
room to see who he could find to show it to. 

It was half past five. There were half a dozen officers sitting reading 
in arm-chairs, and two W.A.A.F. officers looking at the illustrated 
papers. Marshall looked around for Pat Johnson to confound him, 
but Pat was not there, nor Lines, nor Humphries. Davy would have 
to do. Davy was reading about Lemmy Caution and his gorgeous 
dames, and detached his mind with an effort as Marshall said: 

‘I caught a bloody fine fish this afternoon. Come and have a look 
at it.’ 

“Where is it?’ 

‘In the dining-room.’ 

‘See it some other time, old boy.’ The dame had brunette chestnut 
hair that fell down on a bare shoulder, and slim bare ankles thrust 
into white mules, and grey eyes, and curves in all the right places, 
a small black automatic pistol that pointed straight at Mr Caution’s 
heart. It was asking too much to leave that for a dead fish. 

Slightly damped, Marshall looked around. None of the old sweats 
of the Wing, the men that he had known for many months, hap- 
pened to be in. There were only new arrivals that he did not know 
so well, officers who had been drafted to the station in the last month 
to replace casualties. There was a Canadian that he had hardly 
spoken to since he arrived a week before, just getting to his feet. 
Marshall said, ‘Like to come and see my fish?’ 

‘What kind of fish?’ 

‘Pike. Eleven and a quarter pounds,’ 

‘I guess that’s pretty big, isn’t it?’ 
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‘Not bad.’ 
‘Pike is that the same as a muskie — what we call a muskellunge in 


Canada?’ 


‘T think it is. Come and have a look — it’s in the dining-room.’ 

The other said, ‘I’m real sorry, but I’ve got a date. I’m late for it 
already. Say, you want to come to Canada one day, I'll take 
you where you can get a muskie, thirty pounds, any day of the 
week. Gee, I wish I was back there!’ He waved his hand. ‘Be seeing 
you.’ 

The glamour was fading fast. Outside the light was going; the sun 
was setting behind trees in a clear sky. A W.A.A.F. mess waitress 
came in and put on the lights and began to draw the black-out. 
Marshall lit a cigarette and looked around. 

He saw Pilot Officer Forbes sitting pretending to read the IJustrated 
London News and staring at the coal-scuttle. Pilot Officer Forbes had 
been sitting and pretending to read things for three days now, since 
Stuttgart. They all knew what was wrong with him; it was Bobbie 
Fraser. But what could anybody do? 

Marshall hesitated, and then crossed over to him. ‘I caught a bloody 
nice fish to-day,’ he said gently. All the conceit had gone out of his 
voice. ‘Like to come and have a look at it? It’s in the dining-room,’ 

Forbes said without moving, ‘I don’t think so.’ 

Marshall said in a low tone, ‘Come on, old boy. Snap out of it.’ 

Forbes raised his head. ‘If you don’t muck off and let me alone,’ he 
said, ‘I’ll kick your bloody face in.’ 

Marshall moved away towards the table with the periodicals upon 
it. Section Officer Robertson looked up from Punch as he passed her. 
He looked like a little boy, she thought, disappointed because nobody 
would play with him. It was too bad. 

She got up from her chair. ‘I’ll come and see your fish,’ she said, ‘if 
I may. Where did you say it was?’ 


CHAP LER. Fw O 


Come, let us go, while we are in our prime. 
And take the harmless folly of the time! 
We shall grow old apace, and die 
Before we know our liberty. 
And, as a vapour or a drop of rain, 
Once lost, can ne’er be found again, 
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So when or you or I are made 

A fable, song, or fleeting shade, 

All love, all liking, all delight 

Lies drowned with us in endless night. 
Then, while time serves, and we are but decaying, 
Come, my Corinna, come, let’s go a-Maying. 


ROBERT HERRICK, 1648. 


Marshall turned to her in pleased surprise. “Would you really like to 
see it?’ 

‘I don’t mind,’ she said. 

‘Will you listen if I tell you how I caught it?’ 

‘Not for very long. But I'd quite like to see it.’ 

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ve got it in the dining-room.’ 

It was the first time that he had spoken to Section Officer 
Robertson. She had been with the Wing for about a month, but the 
W.A.A.F. officers kept themselves very much to themselves. They 
used the ante-room and lunched with the officers, but they had their 
own sitting-room in their own quarters to relax in. In the mess and 
in the ante-room they were carefully correct, and brightly cheerful, 
and rather inhuman; when they wanted to read the Picturegoer or 
mend their underwear they went to their own place to do it. It was 
suggested to them when they took commissions that good W.A.A.F. — 
officers did not contract personal relationships with young men on 
their own station. As candidates for commissions they were serious 
about their work and desperately keen about the honour of the 
Service, and so some of them didn’t. 

Marshall took the girl through into the deserted dining-room. The 
fish lay recumbent on its dish, its sombre colours dulled. Death had 
not improved it; it leered at them with sordid cruelty, and it was 
smelling rather strong. 

Section Officer Robertson said brightly, ‘I say, what a lovely one! 
How much does it weigh?’ 

‘Eleven and a quarter pounds,’ 

‘Did you have an awful job landing it?’ 

‘Not bad. I had it on a wire trace; I was spinning for it.’ 

‘In this river here?’ 

He nodded. ‘Up at Coldstone Mill.’ 

‘Oh, I know that,’ she said. ‘A great tall building in the fields.’ 

‘That’s the place,’ he said. ‘I got it in the pool below the mill.’ 

‘It must have been lovely out there this afternoon,’ she said. ‘It’s 
been such a lovely day.’ 
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Recollection came to him suddenly; the black-haired girl in the 
grey jersey. ‘I saw a lot of W.A.A.F.s this morning out in the field 
doing physical jerks,’ he said. ‘I saw them from my window as | 


_ Was getting up. Was that you drilling them?’ 


She nodded. ‘I took them out because it was so lovely. Were you 
just getting up then?’ 

He said indignantly, ‘I didn’t get to bed till three!’ 

She laughed. ‘Sorry.’ She turned back to the fish. 

‘It really is a beauty.’ That, after all, was what she had come to 
say. 

She had overdone it. Marshall looked at it with clearer eyes. ‘I 
don’t know that I quite agree,’ he said. ‘I think it looks ugly as sin, 
and it’s starting to ponk a bit. Be better with a lemon in its mouth.’ 

She laughed again, relaxed. “‘Well-— yes. We'd better open a win- 
dow if you're going to leave it here. What are you going to do 
with it?’ 

‘Have it for lunch to-morrow. Mollie, in the kitchen, said she’d 
stuff it for me. Would you like a bit?’ 

‘T’d love it. I’ve never eaten pike.’ 

‘All right —I’ll tell them.’ He hesitated. ‘I say, what’s your name? 
Whe shall I say, to give it to?’ 

‘Robertson,’ she said. ‘I do signals.’ 

‘Mine’s Marshall,’ he said. 

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Oh, I know —R for Robert.’ 

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘R for Robert.’ 

She turned away. ‘I’ve got to go now. You must have had an awful 
lot of fun this afternoon.’ 

‘Well, yes,’ he said. ‘I did.’ 

She looked up at him quickly, about to say something; then she 
checked herself. She turned towards the door. ‘I’ve got to go now,’ 
she said politely. ‘Thank you ever so much for showing it to me.’ 

‘Not a bit,’ said Marshall. ‘I’ll tell you when I catch the next one 
and you can come and see that.’ 

She laughed self-consciously, and went. 

Marshall went back into the ante-room, lit a cigarette, picked up 
a copy of The Aeroplane, and sank down into a chair before the 
fire. He was pleasantly tired, and utterly content. He had had a 
lovely day in the sunshine in the middle of the winter, he had 
caught the biggest fish he had ever caught in his life and landed it 
without a net or gaff, and a young woman that he had never spoken 
to before had been nice to him. She had black hair that she wore in 


_ coils above her ears; she had a very clear complexion with slight 
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- colour, and.a nose that turned up a bit. Section Officer Robertson. 
He wondered what her Christian name was. 

He opened The Aeroplane, and there was a full description of the 
Messerschmitt 210, with a double-page skeleton drawing. He was 
still poring over it twenty minutes later when Pat Johnson came in 
and looked over his shoulder. 

‘Bloody interesting, that,’ said Mr Johnson. ‘See the barbettes?’ 

Marshall looked up. ‘Do any good?’ He restrained himself from 
blurting out his own news. 

‘Ninety-three.’ Bogie was seventy-two. ‘I fluffed the twelfth and 
lost a ball, and then I couldn’t do a thing.’ 

‘Marvellous afternoon.’ 

‘And how. You do any good?’ 

‘I caught the biggest fish in the river.’ 

‘Better not let Ma Stevens see it, if you want to get it cooked.’ 

Marshall threw down his paper. “You don’t know who you're 
talking to. When I catch fish, I catch fish.’ 

Flight-Lieutenant Johnson looked at him doubtfully. ‘No, really — 
did you get one?’ 

Marshall heaved himself up from his chair. ‘Come and see.’ 

He led the way through into the dining-room and snapped on the 
lights. ‘God,’ said Mr Johnson. ‘What an awful-looking thing.’ 

‘What d’you mean? That’s a bloody fine fish. It’s eleven and a 
quarter pounds.’ 

‘Maybe. It looks like something out of the main sewer.’ 

Marshall glanced at the clock; it was five minutes past six. ‘I was 
going to buy you a noggin,’ he said, with dignity. ‘Now I shall buy 
myself two.’ 

Johnson said, ‘Has anybody else seen it?’ 

‘Only one of the Section Officers.’ 

“Which one?’ 

“The new one, with black hair.’ 

“The one that runs the signallers?’ 

“‘That’s the one.’ 

‘She came and had a look at it?’ 

‘That’s right. I said she could have a bit of it for lunch to-morrow.’ 

“You did?’ Mr Johnson considered for a minute. The dead fish 
leered at them from the plate. “You offered her a bit of that?’ 

‘I did. And what’s more, old boy, she said she’d like to have it.’ 

Johnson looked at the fish again. ‘Must be in love with you.’ 

Section Officer Robertson walked down the road to the small 
house that was the W.A.A.F. officers’ quarters. She went into the 
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_ little sitting-room. Mrs Stevens was at the writing-table, finishing 


a letter. The Section Officer said, ‘I’ve just seen the most enormous 
fish.’ 

The Flight Officer said, ‘Fish? What fish —- where?’ 

‘It was a pike — about that long.’ She measured with her hands. 
‘One of the pilots had it on a dish in the dining-room.’ 

‘Peter Marshall? A Flight Lieutenant? He was going fishing this 
afternoon.’ ) 

The girl nodded. “That’s the one.’ So his name was Peter. ‘He said 
he was going to have it for lunch to-morrow.’ 

‘Oh, he did, did he? Well, I did say that he could if he caught a 
fish that would feed several people.’ 

‘It'll do that all right,’ said Miss Robertson. ‘Probably make us 
all sick’ 

The older woman turned back to the table to address her letter; 
the girl took her novel from the mantelpiece and sat down to read 
for an hour before supper. She lit a cigarette, opened the book where 
the turned wrapper marked the place, and began to read. The book 
failed to hold her. She sat there smoking by the fire, turning a page 
from time to time, reading without taking in the meaning of the 
words. 

She disliked being at Hartley. She had held a commission for about 
a year after a period in the ranks; that year had been spent at a 
training station in the north of England. She was a north country 
girl from Thirsk in Yorkshire, country bred among the moors and 
streams of the North Riding. She did not like it when she was trans- 
ferred to Bomber Command and sent down to the south, to Oxford- 
shire, far from her home. She liked it less when she had been at 
Hartley for a week. In two raids during that week the Wing lost 
four machines. She was on duty for one of those raids. She attended 
at the briefing of the crews, handing the C.O. lists of frequencies and 
D.F. stations and identification signals for him to read out to them. 
She was on duty all the night. From midnight onwards she was in 
and out of the Control office till dawn, trying to locate the missing 


“two machines. When she walked back to her quarters in the grey 


morning it was with the knowledge that two young officers that 
she had messed with would not return. She was tired and cold and 
numb as she walked through the station to her quarters; in her bed 
she wept for a long while in her fatigue and misery before sleep 
claimed her. Next day she was pale-faced, and very quiet. 

In Training Command the casualties had been very few, here they 


_ happened necessarily again and again. They did not permanently 
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depress her because she was young; they were rather recurrent bouts 
of a sharp misery that she associated inevitably, with Oxfordshire 
and Hartley aerodrome. Moreover, she had come alone to Hartley; 
for the first week or two she knew nobody and made no friends. She 
longed for the cheerful atmosphere of her last station, instead of 
the grey unhappiness of this operational place. 

She sat looking, unseeing, at her book. It had been amazing to 
hear that young man admit that he had enjoyed his day. And what 
was more, he obviously had. She had been about to take him up, 
and ask how anyone could have fun in such an awful hole as 
Hartley, but she had checked herself. One didn’t say that sort of 
thing. 

tee Marshall. He looked as if he enjoyed doing things. He said 
he had been spinning for the pike. After Turin in the black night 
he must have had a very happy day, and queerly, she was happy 
that he had. 

She stirred herself to fix attention on her book, and presently she 
was reading in earnest. 

Marshall and Johnson dined together in the mess, and afterwards 
walked down with Humphries to the ‘Black Horse’. It was a fine, 
windy, starry night and rather cold; they walked quickly through 
the black lanes, arching a tracery of fine bare branches overhead. In 
the dark night from time to time they heard the noise of aircraft in 
the distance; they speculated upon whether an operation was in 
progress and if so, who was doing it. They talked shop and only 
shop all the way down to the ‘Horse’. 

In the saloon-bar there were lights and cheerful talk, and shove- 
halfpenny, and a table of bar billiards ticking away the sixpences. 
The room was full of smoke and noise. Most of the men were air 
crews from the station; there were one or two W.A.A.F.s with them 
sitting in corners rather diffidently in so masculine a place, and one 
or two civilians from the district. After an hour or so Marshall 
found himself telling one of these civilians about his pike. 

‘Eleven pounds?’ the man said. He was a delicate-looking chap 
about thirty years of age, dressed in a golf coat and grey trousers. 
‘That’s a good weight. Not many pike that weight in the Fittel.’ His 
words were like music to the pilot. ‘A chap at Uffington got one last 
year that weighed fifteen and a half pounds — that’s the biggest that 
there’s been in recent years.’ 

‘Have a beer,’ said Marshall. And when he had provided it, he said, 
‘You've lived here a long time, I suppose?’ 

The other laughed. ‘Eighteen months,’ he said. ‘I come from 
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London. I’m in the motor trade-Great Portland Street. Now I’m 
in tractors. I run the service depot up the road. Now and again I 
flog a second-hand Morris, but it’s mostly tractors.’ 

Marshall said, ‘A bit quiet after London?’ 

‘God no. I love it down here.’ 

‘I should have thought it would have bored you stiff.’ 

The man said, ‘Well, you might think so. But— what I mean is, 
up in London you arse around and go to the local and meet the boys 
and perhaps take in a flick, and then when you go to bed you find 
you've spent a quid and wonder where in hell it went and what you 
got for it. Down here there’s always something to do.’ 

‘What sort of thing?’ 

‘Well — shooting, for example. I know most of the farmers because 
I keep the tractors turning over for them, don’t you see? And any 
time I want to take a gun and shoot a rabbit or a pigeon, they like 
to have me do it round the farm, see? And it’s all in the day’s work, 
because you see the tractor at the same time and have a chat with 
the driver and show him how to change the oil in the back axle, and 
then you go on and take a pot at a hare or anything that’s going, 
see? I got a hare last Thursday — no, Friday.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Do you know the people out at Coldstone Mill?’ 

‘Up the river — where you caught the pike? It’s on Jack Barton’s 
land. I don’t know the people in the mill, but I know Jack Barton.’ 

‘Would he let me have a go at the pigeons in the trees below the 
mill?’ 

‘Sure he would. I sold him an eight horse-power Ford last June.’ 

‘If you know him, would you like to ask him for me? Or give me 
a chit to him?’ 

The man said, ‘Give me twopence for the call, and I'll give him 
a tinkle in the morning.’ 

‘That’s awfully good of you.’ 

‘What’s your name?’ 

‘Marshall. What’s yours?’ 

‘Ellison. If I don’t see you to-morrow night, I’ll leave word with 
Nellie there, behind the bar.’ 

They lit cigarettes. Ellison exhaled a long grey cloud. “There’s 
always something to do here. We had a fox shoot last month, all 
through the woods. They can’t keep them down, now that the hunt’s 
packed up.’ 

‘Are there many foxes here?’ 

‘The woods are stiff with them.’ The tractor salesman leaned 
forward impressively. ‘I tell you, I could guarantee to take you and 
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show you a fox and a badger both within a quarter of an hour.’ 

The pilot, fifty miles from London, stared at him incredulously. 
“You couldn’t.’ . 

‘I could.’ Neither of them was drunk or anywhere near it, but 
their inhibitions were relaxed by beer. ‘I’d take you and show you 
a fox and a badger both within a quarter of an hour.’ 

“Where ?’ 

‘Never you mind.’ 

‘But wild?’ j 

‘Sure —out in the woods. A wild fox and a wild badger, both 
within a quarter of an hour.’ 

‘Bet you couldn’t.’ 

‘Bet you ten bob I could. What about it?’ 

‘It’s a bet. What do we have to do?’ 

‘Let’s get this straight,’ said Mr Ellison. ‘If I show you a wild fox 
and a wild badger both within a quarter of an hour, you give me 
ten bob. And if I don’t, I give you ten bob.’ 

‘That’s right,’ said Marshall. ‘What do we do?’ 

‘Christ,’ said Mr Ellison, ‘the missus won’t half tear me to bits. 
We meet in Hartley market-place, by the cross, at four o’clock in 
the morning.’ 

‘Christmas,’ said the pilot. ‘All right. But it’s pitch dark till seven.’ 

‘That’s right — that’s what we want. Come on your bike. If either 
doesn’t turn up, he loses the ten bob.’ 

They discussed the detail of their plan and drank another beer or 
two; then it was closing time, and the ‘Black Horse’ vomited its 
occupants out into the dim, moonlit street. Marshall walked back 
to the station with his companions and went up to bed. Lying in 
bed before sleep, he thought that he had had a splendid day. He 
had got up in the middle of the morning, and it had been fine and 
bright and sunny. He had gone fishing with his new rod. He had 
caught one of the biggest fish in the river and landed it without 
either net or gaff. He had showed it to a girl, quite a pretty girl, and 
she had been nice to him about it. He was well on the way toa day’s 
pigeon shooting, and he had contracted to be shown a wild fox and 
a wild badger both within a quarter of an hour. A splendid day. 

Quite a pretty girl. He wondered how he could find out her 
Christian name without calling attention to his curiosity. 

He slept. 

He was out next morning at dispersal soon after nine. Gunnar 
was there already, preparing to start up; the ground crew were 
plugging in the battery. Marshall walked up and inspected the fabric 
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aioe on the fuselage, still red with dope. His rear-gunner joined 
m. 

‘Come up nice and tight, haven’t they?’ he said. ‘It’s the dry 
weather does it.’ 

Marshall straightened up. ‘They want a lick of paint now. We 
don’t want to go around like that.’ He liked things to be neat and 
tidy and good-looking, like that Section Officer. 

Sergeant Phillips said, ‘I’ll get hold of some paint and give them 
a lick this afternoon, after we come in.’ 

His captain said, ‘Hear about my pike?’ 

The sergeant grinned, ‘Aye. The young lady I took out last night, 
she saw you riding into camp with it. How much did it weigh?’ 

‘Eleven and a quarter pounds.’ 

‘My young lady, she was just coming off duty in the signals office. 
She said they didn’t half have a good laugh to see you riding with - 
it on your handle-bars.’ 

‘They’d laugh louder if you did that with a roach,’ said the pilot. 

Sergeant Pilot Franck came up to them. ‘I have been thinking 
about what you say yesterday,’ he said. ‘It is I that should tell you 
how to weave. Right weave . .. Left weave... So. If every 
time you weave exactly in the same way, then we run up for ver’ 


short time.’ 


‘All right if I could weave the same each time, I think you'll find 
I go thirty degrees one way and fifty the other.’ 

‘If you were German,’ said the Dane severely, ‘you would always 
weave the same.’ 

‘If I were German,’ said the pilot equably, ‘I’d be flying a Heinkel 
and kicking your bloody arse because you didn’t say “Heil Hitler”’ 
before you spoke. All right, let’s have a crack at it that way, and 
see how it goes.’ He turned round to the crew of four, gathered 
around him in their flying kit. ‘We’re going to practise a few run- 
ups this morning, taking the gasometer at Princes Risborough as the 
target. Eight thousand feet.’ He turned to the wireless operator, a 
pale lad from Stockton-on-Tees. ‘Leech, you can do the navigation, 
and Phillips, you can help him if he gets it wrong.’ He did all he 
could to ensure that everybody understood the wireless and the 
navigation and the guns. 

They took off presently, and went climbing away into the distance. 
It was nearly two hours later when they landed back again, taxied 
in, and wheeled round into wind at the dispersal point with a grind- 
ing squeal of brakes. In turn the engines died and came to rest. 

Marshall stood up beside Gunnar who had landed the machine, 
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with Sergeant Phillips’ notebook in his hand. ‘Take out runs three 
and seven, when you weren’t on,’ he said. ‘The rest go fifty-two 
seconds, fifty-four, forty-four, forty-four, forty-one, forty-five, 
thirty-nine, forty-two, thirty-nine. It’s not bad.’ 

They discussed their practice for a few minutes, standing crouched 
and cramped beside the pilot’s seat. Then they got out of the 
machine down on to the concrete beneath the nose, slipped off their 
harness, and stretched cramped limbs. The corporal fitter went into 
a huddle with Sergeant Pilot Franck over the engine temperatures 
and pressures. Marshall turned to the fuselage and had another look 
at the patches. Sergeant Phillips walked up and joined him. 

‘Nice and tight,’ the sergeant said. ‘I'll get a drop of paint this 
afternoon.’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘When you spoke of your young lady, that 
saw me with that fish—did you say she was a signaller?’ 

‘Telephonist,’ the other said. ‘Works on the board all day.’ 

‘Does she come under that Section Officer Robertson ?’ 

‘That’s right. A new Section Officer with black hair.’ 

Marshall said carefully, ‘I knew a Flying Officer called Robertson 
at my last station, who had a sister called Sheila who was a W.A.A.F. 
Section Officer. I was wondering if this was her. Ask your young 
lady if she knows her Christian name, will you?’ He spoke with 
elaborate carelessness that did not deceive the sergeant for one 
moment. 

Phillips said, ‘Oh aye, I’ll find that out for you.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Thanks. It was just an idea I had.’ He left the 
machine and, carrying his parachute and harness, walked down to 
the control office. 

Half an hour later he was in the mess with a pint of beer. The 
ante-room gradually filled before lunch. The wing-commander came 
in, and Marshall crossed the room to him, beer can in hand. 

‘May I go off the station at four o’clock to-morrow morning, sir?’ 
he said, ‘I’ll be back before breakfast.’ 

‘What for?’ 

Marshall grinned, ‘I met a chap in the “Black Horse” last night 
who said he’d take me to see a fox. A fox and a badger, both within 
a quarter of an hour. I’ve got a bet on that he can’t.’ 

The squadron-leader (Admin.), a grey-haired man called Chesterton 
with wings from the last war, laughed sharply. ‘Lady in to fox?’ 
he said. ; 

The pilot flushed a little. ‘No sir. Honest to god fox — beast what 
smells.’ There was general laughter in the group. 
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The C.O. said, ‘Smell him when he comes back, Chesterton; let 
me know if it’s fox or Coty.’ 

_ The laugh grew loud. Section Officer Robertson turned to see what 
it was all about. She saw Marshall talking to the wing-commander 
in the centre of a laughing group. She thought that it was something 
to do with the pike, the pike that she was to have a bit of for her 
lunch. She drew near, smiling at their mirth without understanding 
it, wanting to know what was going on. 

The C.O. said, ‘A badger and a fox? Where are you going for 
that?’ 

‘I don’t know —somewhere in the woods. It’s got to be before 
dawn. I said I’d meet him in Hartley at four o’clock —if that’s all 
right with you, sir.’ 

The squadron-leader said, ‘I don’t believe there are any badgers 
here. Plenty of foxes. But it’s too close to London for a badger.’ 

The C.O. said, ‘It’s all right with me. Better go to bed early, or 
else get in some sleep to-morrow. We may be on the job to-morrow 
night.’ 

‘Thank you, sir.’ 

Chesterton said, ‘I’ll have the guard warned that you'll be going 
out.’ 

The pilot turned away, and found himself face to face with Miss 
Robertson. She said, ‘Did you say you were going to see a badger?’ 
There was a quality of breathless interest in her voice. 

Marshall grinned. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Chap in the “Black 
Horse” said he’d show me a badger and a fox both within a quarter 
of an hour, and I bet him ten bob that he couldn't.’ 

‘They don’t come out in daylight, do they? Badgers, I mean.’ 

‘T don’t think so. I think they stooge around all night.’ 

‘Where are you going for it?’ 

The pilot glanced down at her face turned up to his. In one fleeting 
moment in the crowded ante-room he saw the colour in her cheeks, 
her parted lips, her eyes bright and sparkling. He withdrew his 
glance quickly, because of the crowd about them. He had not known 
before that she was beautiful. 

‘I don’t know,’ he said casually. ‘Somewhere in the woods.’ 

‘Oh’ She thought for a minute. ‘Will there be a moon?’ 

Marshall said, ‘Yes, if it’s a fine night. The moon rises about two 
o'clock.’ 

She said, ‘I think it will be fine. Three-tenths cloud or something. 
We got the message in this morning.’ 

There was a little pause; slowly the animation died out of her face. 
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‘It’ll be awfully interesting,’ she said. Queerly, it seemed to Marshall 
that she was disappointed about something, or depressed. Perhaps 
her boy friend was giving her the run around. If that were so, it was 
a shame; she was a nice kid. 

‘I didn’t forget about that bit of pike,’ he said kindly. ‘I told them 
in the kitchen, and I told them to give Ma Stevens a bit, too.’ 

She said, ‘You’re sure you can spare it?’ 

He said, ‘Lady, I eats hearty, but not eleven and a quarter pounds.’ 

She laughed, ‘I suppose not.’ 

He moved away from her, though he would rather have stayed 
talking to her and have taken her into lunch, in the hope of seeing 
her look again as she had looked when he was telling her about the 
badger. He had lived in a mess too long to risk being seen to talk 
much with one W.A.A.F. officer. In a society predominantly mascu- 
line with just a few young women, gossip ran rife; Marshall had 
caused embarrassment to too many young men from time to time 
to risk himself as target. He went in to lunch with Pat Johnson, 
choosing strategically a seat that gave him a view of Section Officer 
Robertson eating pike, twenty feet away. 

He was relieved to notice that she ate it all, in happy distinction 
to Mr Johnson, who took one mouthful, put it out again, said a rude 
word, and went and fetched himself a plate of beef. 

Marshall watched Section Officer Robertson covertly all through 
the meal, timing the progress of his lunch to synchronize with hers 
while talking to Humphries about accelerated take-offs. He followed 
her out into the ante-room for coffee. He asked her how she had 
liked the pike. 

‘I liked it, she replied. ‘It’s different to most other fish.’ 

‘So Pat thought,’ he said. ‘He told the maid to give it to the cat, 
if the cat would have it.’ 

‘What a shame!’ 

‘Go out this afternoon and try and get another,’ Marshall said. 

She turned to him. ‘Mr Marshall, do let me know what happens 
about your badger. You must be awfully well in with the country 
people here, to get a chance like that.’ 

He shook his head. ‘This chap sells motors in Great Portland 
Street.’ 

She wrinkled up her forehead in perplexity. ‘Sells motors? But 
you have to know the country frightfully well to find a badger.’ 

‘I know that.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, it should be rather fun.’ 

It was the second time that he had spoken to her about fun at 
Hartley aerodrome. She dropped her eyes. ‘Tell me about it when 
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you come back,’ she said quietly. 

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘ll give you all the lowdown on the sordid side 
of country life, lunch time to-morrow.’ 

She took her coffee and the Daily Express, and crossed the room 
to a chair. Presently she got up, and went out to the signals office, 
and sat down at her bare deal table garnished with messages and 
signal forms in bulldog clips. 

She was deeply disappointed. She was a country girl from the 
North Riding; her father was an auctioneer in Thirsk. Her uncle 
was rector of Thistleton, a little village in the hills near Helmsley; 
she knew country matters very well. She had a considerable know- 
ledge of foxes; she had followed the hunt on various farm ponies, 
and she had crept out several times into the woods to stalk a vixen 
playing with her cubs before the earth; for one of these expeditions 
she had a blurred Brownie photograph to show. In all her experience 
of the country she had never seen a badger. This expedition in the 
moonlight night before the dawn was in her line exactly; she ached 
to be going out with Marshall in the morning. The very suggestion 
had been like a breath of fresh air to her, a reminder of a sane, 
decent, country world that she had left behind her in the north. 

That was not possible, of course. A good W.A.A.F. officer, mindful 
of the honour of the Service, did not get out of bed at four o’clock 
in the morning to go roaming in the moonlit woods with an officer 
from her station. She spent an appreciable portion of her time 
endeavouring to restrain her aircraftswomen from that sort of thing, 
though it was true that none of them had ever thought to plead that 
they had a date with a badger. 

She stared disconsolately at the signal pad before her. The fault, 
she felt, in some way lay within herself. Hartley was a rotten station 
to be in, but there was fun to be got there, good country fun, if you 
knew your way about and had the wit to find it. Peter Marshall 
seemed to have a lovely time; the pike yesterday, and now this fox 
and badger in a quarter of an hour business. All she had managed 
so far was to go for rides upon her bicycle and, since the country 

was flat and she came from the hills, she didn’t think much of 
that. 
_ It was a very quiet afternoon, with little flying in progress and 
_ nothing in particular happening. She took a little walk around her 
| duties; passing the main telephone switchboard she looked in to 
| see how L.A.W. Smeed was getting on. L.A.W. Smeed was sitting with 
| headphones on her hair and microphone upon her chest eating her 
| black-market sweets and knitting a jumper for her next leave. She 
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slipped the knitting down beside her chair when her officer appeared 
in the doorway. 

‘Afternoon, Elsie,’ said Miss Robertson. ‘Let’s see your book.’ 

The girl handed her the log book, written in pencil between ruled 
pencil columns; there were not many calls upon it. ‘Not very busy,’ — 
_ said Miss Robertson. 

‘No, ma’am. Real slack it’s been to-day.’ 

They chatted for a few minutes about the work. Then L.A.W. 
Smeed said, ‘Mind if I ask you a question, ma’am ?’ 

‘What is it?’ said Miss Robertson. She knew what it was likely 
to be; something to do with late leave, an attempt to short circuit 
Flight Officer Stevens. 

Elsie said, “Your name’s a funny one, isn’t it, Miss Robertson? 
Some of the girls were having an argument.’ 

The section officer said, ‘Gervase. It’s not a very common one.’ 

‘Gervase. I never knew anyone called that before. I think it’s ever 
so nice. What’s the other one, Miss Robertson — the L?’ 

‘Laura. There are plenty of those about.’ 

‘I know ever so many Lauras,’ said the telephonist, ‘but I never 
met a Gervase before. I do think that’s pretty. Are there many girls 
called Gervase where you come from?’ 

‘I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s a Yorkshire name particularly.’ 

‘Is that where your home is, Miss Robertson? I live in Clapham, 
just by Clapham South Underground.’ 

The officer said, ‘I come from a little place called Thirsk, in 
Yorkshire. But I don’t think Gervase is a Yorkshire name at all. 
Mother got it out of a book — Tennyson, or something.’ 

The telephone buzzed, and put an end to further confidences. 
Miss Robertson went on with her round. 

Out in the country by the river below Coldstone Mill Marshall 
was assembling his little rod. He worked more absently than on the 
previous day, his mind equally divided between fishing and Section 
Officer Robertson. He wondered if the red plug would do the trick 
again or whether he should use a narrow bodied thing that simu- 
lated a little alcoholic fish, unable to swim very well. He wondered 
if Section Officer Robertson really had a boy friend who was doing 
her dirt. It was quite possible that she had got mixed up with some- 
body at her last station; indeed, it would be rather queer if she had 
not, being as attractive as she was. Anyway, she was going to get 
mixed up with somebody on this one; he knew that very well 
already. 


He wondered whether it was any good casting to the same place 
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in the millpool for another pike, and he wondered very much what 


her name was. He had already discovered her initials from the file 
of postings to the station. He wondered how old she was; he was 
twenty-two himself and he was pretty sure that she was younger 
than that. If he could find out how long she had been a Section Officer 
that might give him a line. But he could ask her that. 

He began casting in a desultory way over the running water, but 
soon gave it up, and sat down on a stone and lit his pipe. Over his 
head the pigeons flapped and fluttered in and out of the trees, small 
clouds sailed slowly past on a blue sky, and once an early bee flew 
past his ear. Presently he got up and smoking still, began to walk 
down the river, rod in hand. It was no good flogging the same place 
two days running, he thought. 

He passed a couple of aircraftsmen fishing where Gunnar had been 
on the previous day, and went on towards a pool at the next weir. 
Just above the pool he came on Sergeant Phillips sitting on a little 
stool, his float between the weed beds in mid-stream. The pilot 


paused beside him. 


‘Done any good?’ he asked. 

The sergeant shook his head. ‘Don’t seem to be nowt stirring. 
I reckon Gunnar must ha’ caught them all yesterday.’ 

‘How many did he get?’ 

‘Four.’ 

The pilot glanced back up the river. ‘I told Gunnar to see if he 
could borrow Sergeant Pilot Nutter’s little rifle, and we’d have a 
crack at those pigeons up by the mill.’ 

‘Aye, he was talking about that. He’s got the gun.’ 

‘We'll have a crack at them one day.’ 

The sergeant nodded. ‘Make a change to get a pigeon for tea.’ 

Marshall left him, and went on to the weir. He cast for an hour 
above it and below but rose nothing; either there were no pike there 
or it was an off day when they would not feed. Presently he walked 
slowly back upstream towards the mill, casting here and there as 
he went. At the mill he took down his rod, got on his bicycle, and 
rode back to the station. 

He had packed up early with a vague hope that if he got back 
to the mess by half past four he might, quite accidentally, see Sec- 
tion Officer Robertson drinking a cup of tea. He did not find her 
there; either she was having tea in her office or else in her own 
quarters. He lingered for some little time until hope died; then he 
went up to his room to write his weekly letter to his mother. 

He got out his pad, squared his shoulders at the deal table at the 
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end of his bed, and began to write. He never knew what to say. His — 
mother, he knew, lived each day in an agony of fear for him, a — 
gnawing pain that she had suffered and concealed for nearly two 
years now. He could not write to her about the difficult raids, the 
ones that had not been so good, and he had long ago exhausted all 
that could be said about the uneventful ones. He wrote: 


My darling mother, 

We had a lovely flight the night before last, over to Turin and 
back. The moon got up as we were getting to the Alps and it was 
frightfully pretty with snow on the mountains and lakes and every- 
thing. They don’t have any black-out there and you could see the 
street lamps in the towns, and cars going along the road and every- 
thing. We went up to seventeen thousand and it was frightfully — 
cold, but it was dry and there wasn’t any icing. I wore your leather 
waistcoat under everything else, and it was fine. » 


He paused, and then he wrote: 


I’ve seen Switzerland three times now and I’d love to go there 
one day for a holiday, ski-ing and skating. I don’t think I want to 
go to Italy much. 


He paused again; there really wasn’t much else to say about flying. 
He went on presently: 


I caught a pike yesterday on one of the plugs, in the river here; 
eleven and a quarter pounds, it was awful fun. I brought it back 
and a lot of us had it for lunch to-day, stuffed. 


Dare he say that Section Officer Robertson had liked it? Better not. 
He went on: 


The biggest one caught for years was only fifteen pounds, so mine 
was a pretty good show. I got it on the new rod with the multiplying 
reel; it’s fine to use. A chap I met says he can show me a fox and a _ 
badger both in a quarter of an hour and we're going out to try it 
to-morrow very early, about four. Next week I hope we shall be 
able to go pigeon-shooting. 


He drifted into reverie. G.L. . . . Gertrude Lucy? He took up his 
fountain-pen again and wrote: 


I like being on this station more and more; there are some awfully 
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nice people here. Has Bill got his second pip yet? All my love to 


Daddy and to you, darling. 
PETER. 


It exactly filled the double page, which was his statutory length. 
He read it through and put it in the envelope, and took it downstairs 
to the post. 

He rang up Ellison and confirmed their meeting in the morning; 
then he retired into the ante-room with a can of beer. He was called 
to the telephone five minutes before dinner. 

‘Marshall speaking,’ he said. “‘Who’s that?’ 

‘Sergeant Phillips here, sir. I don’t think that Section Officer can 
be the one you meant. What did you say her name was? The one 
that was the sister of the chap you knew?’ 

Damn it, what had he said? Cynthia? Sylvia? What on earth 
was it? 

‘Sylvia,’ he said. ‘It was just a thought I had, that it might be the 
same. What’s this one called?’ 

‘You said the name was Sheila this morning, Cap. I suppose he 
had two sisters in the W.A.A.F.s. But it’s not the same family at all.’ 

Marshall said very slowly and emphatically, “What —is — this — 
one — called?’ 

‘Gervase, Cap. Uncommon sort of name.’ He spelled it out. 
‘Gervase Laura. Did your friends live in Thirsk?’ 

Marshall said, ‘No, they lived near — er — Reading.’ 

‘Can’t be the same, Cap. This one comes from Thirsk in the North 
Riding.’ 

‘Oh well — thanks.’ 

‘Okay.’ 

Marshall put down the receiver, conscious that he had had his 
leg pulled by the sergeant. Still he had got the information that he 


wanted. 


He went to bed early that night, having thoughtfully secured a 
packet of sandwiches from the kitchen. He ate these as he was 


_ dressing in the middle of the night. At ten minutes to four he was 


| 
) 


riding out of the station on his bicycle, yawning and rather cold, 


and wondering if it was really worth it. 


He met Mr Ellison, a dim shadow with a bicycle, in Hartley 
market as they had arranged. ‘Couple of bloody fools, we are,’ said 
Mr Ellison. ‘This isn’t worth ten bob of anybody’s money. Let’s get 
going.’ 

‘How far?’ 
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‘Seven or eight miles. Kingslake woods, over by Chipping Hinton.’ 

They rode off down the main road leading north. The sky was 
practically clear; a half-moon was rising, making it light enough to 
see the detail of the countryside. They rode on steadily for nearly 
an hour, growing warm with the exertion. In the end Ellison slowed 
down. 

‘Steady a moment,’ he said. ‘There’s a gate here somewhere.’ 

They found the gate and left their bicycles inside it, and went on 
up a muddy track that wound slowly uphill through the woods. 
The leafless branches made a fine tracery over their heads, screening 
the white clouds drifting past the moon. There was little wind; the 
woods were very quiet. From time to time a rabbit shot away before 
them; once an owl swooped low over their heads with a great whirr 
of wings. 

Ellison led on steadily for a quarter of an hour or more. Once 
Marshall asked, ‘How in hell do you know wheré to go?’ 

The motor salesman said, ‘I came here last month, that time when 
we were shooting foxes. Then old Jim Bullen brought me here again 
to see a badger, because I told him that I’d never seen one.’ He 
paused, and then he said, ‘They’re a bit scarce where I come from, 
around Great Portland Street.’ 

The pilot nodded. “There aren’t so many down in Holborn, where 
I used to work.’ : 

In the end they paused on the edge of a clearing, full of dappled 
moonlit shadows. Ellison whispered, “This is the place — keep damn 
quiet now. If we have any luck we'll see the badger here.’ He 
pointed across the clearing to a little earthy cliff. ‘There’s an earth 
there. . . . See? And there’s another one about a hundred yards 
along. . . . There.’ 

Marshall strained his eyes, but could see nothing but the dappled 
moonlight. The wind was blowing to them from the earth; it was as 
good a place to watch as any. “Take your word for it,’ he whispered. 
‘How long shall we have to wait?’ 

Ellison said, ‘It must be close on six. We'll give it an hour before 
we Call it off.’ 

‘We'll be bloody cold by then.’ 

They settled down upon a log to wait and watch, motionless. The 
silvery radiance that filled the clearing, ebbing and flowing with 
the passing clouds, was nothing novel to Marshall; he knew moon- 
light very well. For many hours he had sat patterned in black and 
white within the moonlit cockpit, uneasy and vigilant for night 
fighters; home to him was the appearance of a moonlit landfall seen 
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through gaps of cloud, faint, silvery, ethereal cliffs and fields. He 


had seen so much moon in the last fifteen months that he had 
absorbed a little of its serenity, perhaps. At the beginning of his 
career as a bombing pilot he had been confused and distressed and 
bewildered by the casualties, by the deaths of friends that he had 
known and played with in their leisure hours. The casualties had 
less effect upon him now; they were things that happened, that must 


_ be accepted as they came. One day he would probably go too; the 


thought did not distress him very much. Life in the R.A.F. was real, 
and exciting, and great fun — better by far than the life he had known 
in his insurance office before the war. Everything had to end some 
time. It was undesirable to be killed, but it was also undesirable to 
go creeping back into the office when the war was over. 

In the quiet glamour of the night his mind was full of Section 
Officer Robertson. Gervase, Gervase Laura Robertson. Thinking of 
her, he discovered his own mind. She was attractive, and neat, and 
pretty as a picture; she was a friendly girl and, he thought, rather 
an unhappy one. He wished very much that he knew what it was 
that worried her, whether it was some prune that she had left at her 
last station. He liked her very much indeed; he knew himself already 
to be half in love with her. Quite suddenly he realized that much of 
the fun of this attempt to see a badger and a fox within a quarter of 
an hour would be in telling her about it. 

A stave out of the theme song of a picture came into his mind and 
set him smiling at his own foolishness — 


Moonlight becomes you, it goes with your hair — 
You certainly know the right things to wear . . . 


He could not remember any more words, but the tune stayed with 
him, and Fred Astaire. For him the moonlit glade was filled with 
music as he sat there waiting for the badger. Gervase, he thought, 
was pretty enough in uniform, but in civilian clothes—say in a 
cotton frock —she must look wonderful. 

Forty minutes passed, and his only knowledge of the drift of 
time was in his chilling feet and legs. Then Ellison pressed him very 
gently on the arm, and pointed stealthily to the far hedge. 

The pilot followed his direction. It was a true bill; some animal 
was there. It trotted along the hedge, seen dimly in the variable light; 
then it came out into the glade making towards the earth. It was 
greyish-black in colour with a long black and white face that it 
carried close down to the ground. It went purposefully and fairly 


463 


fast, pausing for an instant now and then to shuffle at some delicacy 
of the woods, then going on. 

Near the entrance to the earth it paused and froze, warned by 
some sixth sense. Ellison stood up, clumsily with the cold, making 
a slight noise of clothes and crushing leaves and twigs. ‘Badger,’ he 
said. ‘See it?’ 

There was a quick scramble on the far side of the glade, and it was 
gone. Marshall stood up stiffly. ‘I give you that one,’ he agreed. 
‘Damn good show.’ Then, remembering their bet, he peered down 
at his wrist-watch in the dim white light. ‘Six twenty-three,’ he said. 
‘Now — fox before six thirty-eight.’ 

Ellison said, ‘It don’t seem so long now as it did back in the pub.’ 
He turned, and led the way back down the track towards the 
road. . 

In a few minutes they branched off, and came to a piece of open 
pasture, rough and uncared for. There was a streak of grey light over 
towards the east, but it was still moonlight. Ellison paused. ‘Over in 
the corner there’s an earth,’ he whispered. ‘Old rabbit burrow.’ 

They waited for nearly half an hour, but nothing happened. By 
then the grey light was spreading over the whole sky; they gave it 
up, and started down the track towards their bicycles. ‘Bloody 
swindle, said the motor salesman. ‘I made sure that I’d be able to 
produce the fox.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Maybe you shot him the other day.’ 

‘That might be.’ 

And as he spoke, a big dog fox crossed the track a hundred yards 
ahead of them. In the half-light they saw it loping steadily away 
between the trees, red, furry, and with a bushy tail held level with 
the ground. Both said, ‘Fox!’ at the same moment, and stood watch- 
ing it till it was out of sight. 

“Well, there you are,’ said Ellison. ‘Bit late, but what’s the odds?’ 

‘None of that,’ said the pilot. He looked at his watch; it was two 
minutes past seven. ‘You took thirty-nine minutes, not a quarter of 
an hour. Tell you what. Buy you a drink at the “Black Horse” 
to-night.’ 

‘Okay.’ 

They recovered their bicycles and rode back to Hartley with the 
light wind behind them in fifty minutes. Marshall left Ellison at the 
road junction and turned off for the camp, arriving back in the mess 
in comfortable time for breakfast. He was lighting his pipe and 
reading the comic strip in his paper when the Tannoy sounded 
metallically above his head. All ranks were to remain within the 
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camp till further notice. All crews of serviceable aircraft were to 
muster at their machines at 10.00. 

Marshall passed by Pat Johnson on his way up to his room. Mr 
Johnson said, ‘Did you go out this morning?’ . 

Marshall nodded. ‘Saw the badger, and the fox, but not in a quarter 
of an hour.’ 

“Was it cold?’ 

‘Awful.’ 

“Must be crackers,’ said Mr Johnson. ‘As if we don’t get enough 
of running round in the dark.’ 

“‘Where’s it to be? Have you heard?’ 

The other shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know and I can’t say 
that I care. It’ll look just the same as all the others when we get 
there, laddie.’ 

The morning passed in a routine of checking the aircraft, its 
engines, guns, instruments, and equipment. Then they got into it 
and took it off for a quarter of an hour’s final test. When they taxied 
back to their dispersal point the Bowser was waiting to tank up 
the Wellington and the armourers were waiting, sitting on their 
little train of bombs. Bombing up began as the tank lorry drew away. 
When they dispersed for lunch there was only the de-icing paste to 
be put on, and the perspex to be polished for the night. 

Marshall went into the ante-room for his beer before lunch. The 
Adjutant came up to him sniffing pointedly and loudly. Marshall 
said, ‘Fox and badger, sir. Not a particle of Coty, more’s the pity.’ 

‘Did you see them?’ . 

He had to tell the story of the night, much aware of Section Officer 
Robertson listening from across the room. He did not speak to her 
before lunch, but contrived to take his coffee from the urn imme- 
diately after her. 

She said, ‘You saw them both, a badger and a fox?’ 

He nodded, smiling. ‘Not within the quarter of an hour. But we 
did see both — the badger first and then the fox.’ 

‘Where did you go?’ 

‘Place called Kingslake Woods — somewhere near Chipping Hinton. 
I’d never been there before.’ 

The name meant nothing to her. ‘Was it very wild country — in 

| the woods?’ 

| ‘Not specially. They were lovely woods.’ 

| There was a short pause. Then she said, ‘You must be tired, aren’t 
ou?’ 

| 4 He grinned. ‘Sleep a bit this afternoon.’ 
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‘I shall, too,’ she said. ‘I’m on to-night.’ 

‘Are you?’ A thought came to him, sly and subtle and altogether — 
bad. ‘Could you let me have the frequencies and D.F. stations? I 
like to get those in my mind before the briefing.’ 

She had been operational for too short a time to know the idio- 
syncracies of all the pilots. She said, ‘Of course. If you’d like to walk - 
over to the office I’ll give them to you now.’ 

They left the mess together and went over to Headquarters, to 
her bare office with the inkstained deal table, the two hard chairs, 
the bulldog clips and the buff papers. She read out to him the informa- 
tion that he wanted; he wrote it all down carefully in his notebook, 
asked a question or two, and slipped the book back in his pocket. 

‘Thanks awfully,’ he said. He paused, and then said rather shyly, 
‘It was lovely in the woods this morning. Perishing cold, but it was 
awful fun.’ 

She said, ‘It must have been. Did you have to wait very long?’ 

‘A fair time.’ He launched into a description of the expedition. 
For ten minutes they talked badger and fox. ‘Foxes often make their 
homes in old rabbit-burrows,’ she said presently. ‘I think most of © 
them do that. But I don’t know about badgers. Did this one have an 
earth of his own?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ said Marshall. “We didn’t go to it. We were chasing 
off after the fox, because of the time.’ 

The girl said, ‘I’ve never seen a badger, or even a badger’s earth.’ 

Elaborately casual, Marshall said, ‘I can show you this earth any 
time -you like. Show you the badger, too, if you like to put your 
hand in and pull him out.’ 

They laughed together. ‘Would you like to do that one afternoon?’ 
he said. “You've got a bike, haven’t you?’ 

She hesitated for a moment. ‘I’d love to see it,’ she said. ‘If I met 
you out there, would you show it me?’ 

His heart warmed to her for her discretion. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘It'll 
take you about an hour to get there on your bike. What about half 
past three to-morrow afternoon?’ 

She was suddenly frightened at his confidence. Between then and 
half past three to-morrow afternoon there lay an operation, a thing 
of darkness and of terror, of bombs and fire and flares and flak and 
death. Beyond that, he was making an assignment to go walking in 
the woods with her. 

‘All right,’ she said. ‘Half past three to-morrow.’ That wouldn’t 
bring bad luck, would it? 

He said, “That’s a date. Have you got a map?’ 
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She had a map, a map on which in lonely absorption she had 
traced in red the solitary cycle rides that she had made around 
Hartley Magna. He studied it for a minute or two and then drew a 
little pencil circle at an intersection of two lanes. ‘There,’ he said. 
‘Half past three to-morrow.’ 

She smiled up at him. ‘T’ll be there.’ 

He went back to the mess and she went over to her quarters and 
up to her room. She undressed partially and lay down on her bed, 
pulling a blanket over her. Life for her had suddenly become very 


full of incident. First there was the operation immediately ahead. 


She took her work very seriously. She had been bored with the work 
of training at her last station; she had wanted to be more closely in 
contact with the war. Now that she was at an operational station 
the war terrified her. From time to time when the machines were 
coming back from the target she had to bear quite heavy responsi- 
bilities in the fleeting moment. There had been a terrible occasion 
ten days previously when a crippled aircraft running short of petrol 
over the North Sea had appealed for a W/T fix, and when she gave 
it had complained, in a thin whisper of Morse, that their transmis- 
sion had been weak and undecipherable. For a desperate half hour 
she had laboured with a flight sergeant and two wireless mechanics 
to check the station transmission and to get in touch again with C 
for Charlie, while a stream of signals from the other aircraft were 
passing in and out. There had been nothing wrong with the trans- 
mission. The fault must have been some damage to the receiving set 
in the aircraft, but they were never to know that. That last whisper 
of Morse haunted her, making her more vigilant and serious about 
her work than ever. 

Beyond the problems and the perils of the night there lay this 
matter of the badger’s earth, and Flight-Lieutenant Marshall. At her 
last station she had been out from time to time with young officers, 
had been kissed once or twice at dances, and had taken it all with 
an air of detachment that showed her lack of interest. None of them 
had ever touched the Achilles heel, her interest in country matters. 


_ To her this little expedition to see the badger’s earth was like the 


opening of a door. It was a return to the sane, pleasurable matters 


_ that she had abandoned as a schoolgirl, when she had first joined the 
_-W.A.A.E.s. For the last couple of days she had been well aware that 
_ the things she liked to do were to be found at Hartley and that a 


young man called Peter Marshall was doing them. Now she was to 
join him in them, for an afternoon at any rate. For her that made an 
enormous difference to the Hartley scene. 
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She lay for some time wakeful, thoughtful and feeling herself to 
be much occupied, very much involved. Presently she dozed a little. 
She was Called at half past four and went down for a cup of tea 
before the briefing. 

Marshall also lay upon his bed, reviewing the many calls upon his 
time. He was consciously and absurdly happy; this week, he felt, 
had been a splendid week. First there had been the big pike; he still 
got a thrill from the memory of the first snatching take, and the 
scream of his reel in the first rush. It must, he thought, be rather like 
catching a salmon, only in the case of the salmon it went on for half 
an hour or so. It was always in his mind that one day he might be 
transferred back to Coastal to fly Liberators over the Atlantic; if 
that should ever come off he would try to get toa station in the West 
of Scotland or the Hebrides, where he could have a crack at salmon. 
Then there was the badger and fox business, which had been wizard. 

To-morrow afternoon there would be this‘ expedition to the 
badger’s earth; he looked forward immensely to that. Everyone else 
upon the station seemed to think him crackers except his own crew, 
who had similar interests, and possibly the wing commander, and 
now Gervase Robertson. 

This operation, he thought, was a bloody nuisance. Certainly it 
was his job and one had to do a spot of work sometimes. Still, but 
for that he might have been walking through the woods with Gervase 
at that moment, showing her things, talking to her, and watching 
her smile. She would have come with him that very afternoon; he 
was sure about that, but for the raid. Still, it was something to look 
forward to, to think about till to-morrow. He wondered anxiously 
about the weather, would it keep fine for them? He was not con- 
cerned that afternoon about low cloud in the night, or ground mists, 
or icing; it was only important to him that the sun should shine in 
Kingslake woods at three-thirty the next day. 

And after that, there was the chance of pigeon-shooting, and he 
simply must contrive an afternoon to have another go at the pike 
before the season for coarse fish ended in a week or so, and there 
might possibly be other afternoons with Gervase Robertson which 
would take precedence over everything. 

He lay for a while revolving his many occupations pleasantly in 
his mind, and presently he slept, to be awakened in time for his high 
tea before the briefing. 

Section Officer Robertson was on duty that night in the Control 
Office. She had taken over from her predecessor, and she was now 
in charge of radio and telephone communications at Hartley, work- 
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ing closely under the control of a flight-lieutenant at Group Head- 
quarters, Charwick. Three stations formed the Group, Charwick, 
Wittington, and Hartley Magna. There was a Group W/T station 
at Pilsey, a hamlet three miles from Hartley; this was manned for 
operations by the signals officers from the three stations working in 
rotation. 

In the contro] building on the aerodrome a radio and telephone 
room opened out of the control office; this housed the R/T sets and 
the more secret equipment, and a small telephone switchboard. Four 
girls were normally on duty in this room upon an operations night, 
with Section Officer Robertson in charge of them, unless she was on 
duty at the Group W/T station, when Section Officer Ford took the 
control. The work was not very difficult. It mainly consisted of 
taking signals as they came in and marking up a very large black- 
board, showing the position of each aircraft in the successive stages 
of its flight in order that the wing commander and the control officer 
could see the operational position at a glance. 

That night the aircraft took off for Dortmund in succession be- 
tween seven-thirty and eight-fifteen. Miss Robertson was busy with 
her chalk upon the blackboard while all that was going on; then 
there was a lull as the machines were winging outward to the target. 
At ten o'clock she gave the squadron leader who was serving as 
control officer a cup of tea and a piece of cake, and had a little meal 
herself, sitting at her desk in a corner of the control-room. At 10.35 
the first ‘Mission Completed’ signal came through, and began another 
round of duty for her with her bit of chalk. 

One by one she marked them up as the messages came through 
upon the telephone from the W/T station. D for Donald — that was 
Sanderson. L for London, Humphries. S for Sammy, Johnson. N for 
Nuts, Davy. R for Robert, Marshall. 

She chalked up N for Nuts and R for Robert on the board. The 
bare office room seemed suddenly more cheerful; she looked through 
into the radio-room and asked the W.A.A.F. corporal for another 
cup of tea. From his desk the control officer glanced up at the board. 

Davy and Marshall,’ he remarked. ‘I wasn’t losing any sleep for 

them.’ 

She was curious, and vaguely resentful. “Why not, sir?’ she en- 
quired. ‘The risk’s the same for all of them, isn’t it?’ 

| He said briefly, ‘Those two have been at this for years. They know 
all the answers.’ 

| He sat thoughtful for a moment, his eyes fixed on the blackboard, 
| studying the ciphers and figures written neat in the lined spaces. 
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‘Check back to Group,’ he said quietly, ‘and see if they’ve got any- 
thing from H for Harry.’ | 

H for Harry was Pilot Officer Forbes, the second aircraft to take 
off that night. A minute later Section Officer Robertson said, ‘Nothing 
from H for Harry, sir.’ 

The control officer said absently, ‘Okay.’ 

At one-fifteen the first aircraft, D for Donald, was heard making 
a wide circuit overhead, and the operation of landing the machines 
began. By two o’clock they were down and parked at the dispersal 
points, all except the one. Gervase Robertson stayed on with her 
sergeant and her corporal in the control-room till after four o’clock, 
combing by telephone the aerodromes and W/T stations throughout 
the country for some news of H for Harry. In the cold hour before 
the dawn she walked back grave and sleepy to her bed, unsuccessful. 


“ 


CHAPTER THREE. 


Long ago to thee I gave 
Body, soul, and all I have — 
Nothing in the world I keep: 


All that in return I crave 

Is that thou accept the slave: 

Long ago to thee I gave 
Body, soul, and all I have. 


Had I more to share or save, 

I would give as give the brave, 
Stooping not to part the heap; 

Long ago to thee I gave 

Body, soul, and all I have — 
Nothing in the world I keep. 


Translated into English by Sir Henry Newbolt 


from the French of Wenceslas, 
Duke of Brabant and Luxembourg, 1384. 


Gervase Robertson woke up in the middle of the morning and got 
up shortly before lunch, feeling stale and jaded. She looked into 
the sitting-room of her quarters before going over to the mess. Flight 
Officer Stevens was writing at the desk. Gervase asked, ‘Has anything 
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been heard of H for Harry yet? It was missing when I went to bed.’ 
' The older woman said, ‘It was shot down over the target. Several 


of the others reported it.’ She had found, from two years in the 


command, that the harder and more matter-of-fact you were about 
these things, the easier it was. 

The girl said, ‘Oh. . . . Did any of them get out?’ Sometimes 
there were reports of crews who had been seen to bale out, and to 
drift down in the glow of flares and fire. 

‘| didn’t hear of anything like that.’ The flight officer folded her 
letter and put it in an envelope. ‘There are two more officers coming 
in this afternoon. I’ve just been putting Pilot Officer Forbes’ things 
together. We shall want that room.’ 

Gervase winced a little. ‘It’s pretty awful,’ she said quietly. ‘His 
best friend was killed at Stuttgart — only last Saturday.’ 

‘Bobbie Fraser. Forbes was very much upset about that — there 
was a diary.’ The middle-aged flight officer lit a cigarette and flipped 
the match away. ‘It’s not uncommon, that,’ she said in her hard 
voice, ‘when two boys are great friends. First one goes, and then 
the other.’ 

There was nothing to be gained by discussing it any further, nor 
did either of them want to do so. Gervase went over to the ante- 
room. Peter Marshall was there looking as fresh as a daisy; when 
he saw Gervase he came over to her, beer-mug in hand. 

‘I say,’ he said cheerfully, ‘have you seen Ma Stevens? She gave 
my batwoman the hell of a raspberry this morning, just because 
she went to get a cup of tea for me. I’m going to have an up and 
downer with her about it.’ 

Gervase said, ‘I wouldn’t do that to-day, if I were you. It’s not 
one of her best days.’ 

‘Why not?’ . 

She could not enter into that with one of the pilots. She said, ‘She’s 
a bit off colour this morning. Leave it till to-morrow if you want a 
fight with her.’ 

‘All right, he grumbled. ‘But I take a pretty dim view of it. I sent 
the girl down; if she’s got anything to say about it she can say it to 
me.’ 

‘Did she put her on a charge?’ 

‘No,’ the pilot said. ‘She made her cry instead.’ 

‘Silly little fool,’ said Miss Robertson unsympathetically. 

Marshall glanced at her. ‘Okay for this afternoon?’ 

She nodded. ‘I’ve been looking forward to it.’ 

He moved away from her, fearing to call attention if he stayed 
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talking with her for very long. He began a chat with the Equipment 
Officer about sea-markers that did not mark, a subject cheered beyond 
all reason by her last words. 

They met that afternoon at the intersection of the lanes by Kings- 
lake woods that he had marked down on her map. The girl was 
out there first; the weather was kind to them, and she sat for ten 
minutes on a stile in sunlight waiting for Marshall. He arrived pre- 
sently, apologizing for lateness. 

Gervase said; ‘You aren’t late. It’s only just half past three now. 
I was early.’ 

Marshall said, ‘How long did it take you to get here?’ 

‘About three quarters of an hour.’ She paused. ‘It’s a lovely ride.’ 

He said, ‘I don’t think three quarters of an hour on a bike could 
be a lovely ride, but have it your own way. We've got about half 
a mile to go.’ 

They went on together down the road. Presently they got off at 
the gate, put the machines inside, and went forward up the track 
between the trees. 

Gervase asked, ‘Is this the way you came?’ 

He nodded. ‘It looked all different then, but this is the place. It was 
dark, of course —- moonlight.’ 

She glanced around her at the bare trees and the low undergrowth. 
‘It must have been sort of eerie,’ she said. 

Marshall said, ‘It was damn cold.’ 

The girl laughed, ‘I forgot. I suppose being in the woods at night 
doesn’t mean anything to you.’ 

He said, “Well, I usually try and keep above the tree-tops, matter 
of fact. The boys don’t care for driving through the woods at 
night.’ 

She said, ‘But you do get accustomed to the darkness, don’t you? 
I mean, more than IJ should be?’ 

Marshall said, ‘Yes, I think one does. I don’t think I find the black- 
out so difficult as I used to.’ 

‘Have you been flying bombers very long?’ 

‘Fifteen months,’ he said. ‘I was with Coastal before that.’ 

‘All the time at Hartley?’ she enquired. 

“Well—yes. I did my thirty operations here and then I was 
grounded for three months and sent to Stamford, and then I came 
back here again. I’ve done all my bomber flying from here.’ 

Gervase glanced at him. ‘How many raids have you done?’ 

‘In all? Fifty-one, if you can count four I did as second pilot when I 
came from Coastal.’ 
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He turned to her. “You came from Training Command, didn’t 
you?’ 

She nodded. ‘I was at Hornby for a year after I got my commis- 
sion. Then they sent me down here.’ 

‘Do you like it?’ 

She said, ‘I thought at first it was the foulest hole I’d ever seen, 
‘but I’m getting to like it a bit better now.’ 

He was surprised. ‘But why?’ he said. ‘I think Hartley’s a good 
station.’ 

She was not sufficiently accustomed to him to be able to shed 
‘reticence. She could not tell him yet that the grim anxiety of 
operations, and the casualties, had made her loathe the place. She 
‘said vaguely, ‘I don’t know. Some places you like, and some you 
don’t.’ 

‘I know,’ he agreed. ‘But I like Hartley Magna. There’s always. 
‘something to do here, not like Northolt or one of those places. I 
think they’re deadly.’ 

She was with him in that. ‘Were you brought up in the country? 

I mean, how did you get to find out about the things you do?’ 

He said, ‘I’m not country-bred. My home is in Northwood, a sort 
of suburb north-west of London, about forty miles from here. I 
‘worked in Holborn, in an office, for a bit. No, my rear-gunner taught 
‘me how to fish, and Gunnar got keen on it, too. He’s my navigator.’ 

She thought of the fifty-one raids that he had made. “You must 
have an awfully good crew,’ she said. 

He nodded. ‘I’m frightfully lucky. Gunnar and Phillips were with 
‘me in my first turn, and then when I came back here after the three 

months I managed to get them with me again. We've been together 
for the thick end of a year.’ 

‘What are they like?’ she asked. She was wondering what sort of 
supermen these were, who took a Wellington on raids all over 
Europe in the dark night fifty-one times without mishap, and appar- 
ently thought nothing of it. The risks were real enough; she had to 
look no further than Forbes and Bobbie Fraser to see that. What 
sort of supermen manned R for Robert? © 

He said, ‘Gunnar’s a Dane; he was a medical student in Copen- 
hagen when the Germans walked in. Phillips worked on a machine 
in Terry’s chocolate works in York. They're grand chaps to be with.’ 
He began to tell her all about them as they walked up through the 
‘woods towards the badger’s earth. She listened, a little bewildered. 
There was no explanation to the point that puzzled her about the 
incidence of casualties. These were ordinary young men, compe- 
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tent and likeable perhaps, but not outstanding figures. Was it just 
luck that kept the flak away from R for Robert? | 

He studied her furtively as they walked. She had a firm chin, he 
decided, beneath a kind mouth; she had rather large, intelligent eyes. 
Such station gossip as he had been able discreetly to collect led him 
to believe that she was a good officer, cool in emergency and well 
liked by her girls. It would be a disaster if she got a transfer to 
another station. 

‘Is your job interesting?’ he asked. ‘What do you do, apart from 
the control office?’ He knew about her supervision of the R/T; it 
had been in his mind intriguingly as he was coming in to land soon 
after half past one. 

She told him what she did. ‘It’s interesting enough,’ she said at 
last. ‘A bit too much so sometimes.’ 

He glanced down at her. ‘What does that mean?’ he asked. 

She wanted to confide in him. She walked on for a pace or two in 
silence. Then she said without looking at him, ‘It’s awful sometimes. 
Do you remember about C for Charlie?’ 

He wrinkled his forehead. “You mean that chap cane The time 
we went to Kiel?’ 

She nodded. ‘He asked for a fix,’ she said. ‘And when we gave it, 
he couldn’t make it out and said our transmission was all wrong. 
That was all we ever got from him.’ 

He said, ‘I remember. But there wasn’t anything in that, was there? 
I mean, the station was all right. We got a bearing from you that 
night, I think.’ 

Gervase said, ‘Our strength was quite all right. But he thought 
it wasn’t, and we tried and tried to get it up and make it stronger for 
him.’ She hesitated, and then said, ‘It was beastly.’ 

Peter Marshall looked down at her, and said kindly, ‘Did that 
worry you a lot?’ 

She glanced up at him. ‘Yes, it did,’ she said. ‘I suppose one gets 
accustomed to that sort of thing in time. I’ve been in Training 
Command, and I’m new to it.’ 

He was immensely sorry for her. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘Sawyer went 
in just ahead of me, and I saw him going away after he dumped his 
load, and he seemed to be quite all right. Sawyer may have been 
hit, of course, or else the navigator. But, anyway, he went hundreds 
of miles away off course.’ 

She said, ‘That’s true. He was right over by the mouth of the 
Skagerrak.’ 

‘That’s what I heard.’ He looked down at her, smiling. ‘It’s just 
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plain crackers to go worrying over that.’ . ; 
_ She forced a laugh, colouring a little. ‘I suppose it is. But it’s 
difficult not to.’ 

He said, ‘I used to worry about things a bit. But then I took up 
golf and found what worry really meant. It got me down, so! gave 
it up and took up fishing.’ 

She laughed. ‘Counter irritant!’ 

He grinned down at her. “‘That’s it. You find yourself a nice new 
worry and stop bothering about fixes that are all right, anyway.’ 

She walked on for a pace or two in silence. “When I was in Train- 
ing Command,’ she said, ‘I wanted to.be on an operational station, 
so as to be doing a bit more for the war. I never thought how anxious 
it would be.’ 

Marshall nodded. ‘When I joined the R.A.F. J thought it would 
be lovely, all flying about in sunshine and blue sky among the dear 
little fleecy clouds, like a little lamb gambolling in the fields.’ She 
laughed. ‘Honestly, I did think of it like that.’ 

‘Like the posters in Wings for Victory week.’ 

He said, ‘Just like that. You aren’t the only mutt round here, if 
that’s any comfort to you.’ 

They came out of the woods into a clearing. They had been walk- 
ing up a gentle slope for some way, and now they found that they 
were on a piece of rising ground looking away towards the east. The 
clearance in the trees showed them the country over towards Princes 
Risborough and its range of hills, sunny and hazy. 

‘This is the place,’ said Marshall. ‘We waited just here, on this log.’ 

The girl stood and looked out over the low, flat country. ‘It’s lovely 
to be looking down on something for a change.’ She glanced up at 
him. ‘I come from a hilly part of the world,’ she said. ‘I’ve been 
awfully bored with this flat country here.’ 

‘Where do you come from?’ he enquired. He knew already, but 
he wanted her to tell him. 

‘We live at Thirsk, in Yorkshire,’ she said. ‘Just by the Clevedon 
Hills.’ 

He wrinkled his forehead. ‘Helmsley way?’ 
She nodded. ‘That’s not very far. Do you know that country?’ 
‘Only by flying over it,’ he said. ‘It looks as if it would be interest- 
_ing country on the ground.’ 
| She nodded. ‘I like it. But I suppose you always do like the place 
‘where you were brought up.’ 
| They turned to the badger’s earth. It showed as a scrape and a 
hole beneath the root of an oak tree, at a place where the soil had 
| 
| 
| 
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broken away, making a little earthy cliff. There was a fairly strong 
smell of animal about. ‘Stinks like a badger,’ said Marshall compla- 
cently. ‘Now I know what that means.’ 

She laughed. ‘It does, rather.’ a: 

They stooped down together by the hole, one on each side. The 
sun shone on the dead leaves and the budding shrubs above them, 
on the pale blue of their uniforms, and glinted on their brass buttons. 
‘Do you think he’s in there?’ she enquired. She looked up at him, 
merry and keen. 

‘Must be,’ he said. ‘An empty hole wouldn’t ponk like this.’ 

‘Let’s get a stick and poke about, and see if we can get him out.’ 

They got up and went and found a chestnut branch and broke 
a long stick off it, and went back to the earth. Gervase took it and 
began rattling it about down the hole; once she thought that she 
touched something soft that backed away. They tried in turns to 
get the badger out, and presently they desisted and stood up, mudd 
and cheerful. 

‘He won’t play,’ said Marshall. ‘Too bad.’ 

‘I do wish we could get him out,’ said Gervase. ‘I just want to 
see him.’ 

‘The only thing to do would be to come back with a pick and 
shovel.’ 

‘He’d dig away from you,’ she said. ‘I bet he can dig faster than you 
can.’ 

‘Tm not going to try,’ said Marshall. ‘If you really want to see a 
badger I’ll take you to the Zoo.’ 

She said, ‘I’ve never seen the Zoo.’ 

He noted that for future reference and said, ‘Well, that’s all I can 
show you here to-day. Would you like to walk on for a bit and see 
where this track goes to?’ 

She said, ‘Let’s.’ So they started on over the hill walking on the 
dead leaves between the trees, talking about the badgers and the 
foxes and all the little creatures of the woods. And presently she 
stopped. ‘Look — there’s a primrose!’ 

He was mildly interested. ‘There’s another one over there — and 
there’s another.’ 

‘It’s frightfully early for them.’ 

‘It’s the second of March. Is that early?’ 

She laughed up at him. ‘Of course it is. You don’t know anything. 
Let’s see if we can get enough to take back.’ 

She stooped down to the leaves and began to pick the occasional 
blossoms. He stooped down with her, strained and awkward where 
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she was lissom. He was not really interested in primroses, but he 
menial that he had never seen a sweeter sight than Gervase picking 
them. 

With some difficulty they found sufficient for a little bunch; they 
bound leaves round the posy with a bit of fine string from his pocket 

and went on through the woods. And presently he said, ‘I say, what 
was wrong this morning with Ma Stevens?’ 

Her face clouded; she thought quickly and carefully before reply- 
ing. ‘It wasn’t anything to do with you or your batwoman,’ she 
replied. ‘It was just she was a bit upset.’ 

He was no fool, and he had lived a long time on a station. ‘Forbes?’ 
he enquired. ‘Does she take things hard?’ 

The girl said a little testily, ‘Of course she does. Nobody’s at their 
best after a thing like that.’ 

Marshall said, ‘I didn’t know she got cut up about things. She 
always seems so tough.’ 

‘I think that’s her way.’ She turned to him. ‘Do you think any of 
them got out?’ 

He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’ 

A dreadful curiosity made her enquire, ‘Did you see it happen?’ 

He nodded. ‘I was stooging around outside a bit before going in, 
and so was Davy. We both saw it. It was a direct hit; I don’t think 
any of them got out.’ He did not expand upon the matter. He had 
long passed the nervous stage of wanting to tell people what it looked 
like, how the fire spread and the bits fell off as the machine went 
down. Being shot down was like getting cancer, a sad, painful busi- 
ness that you did not labour to describe. 

She was still puzzled. ‘Was it just bad luck?’ 

He found some difficulty in answering her. ‘He was running up 
for a damn long time,’ he said, ‘and it was pretty hot. He was making 
sure of getting his bombs just exactly where he wanted them. Of 
course, it’s always bad luck if the flak gets you.” __ 

She said doubtfully, ‘I suppose so.’ 

He smiled down at her. ‘I always stooge around a bit outside and 
“wait a quiet time to go in,’ he said. ‘I don’t know that it makes any 
‘difference really, but the boys think it does. And we like to do a 
| different sort of approach every time, just on principle. I don’t think 
‘that makes any difference, either, but it’s another thing. Sometimes 
if you sit outside a bit and have a damn good look for five minutes 
/ or so you get a hunch what’s the best way to tackle it.’ He laughed. 
| don’t think we’re really yellow —just cream. We generally put 
_our load down on the target in the end.’ 
| 
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They came to the top of the rise, and the track ran down before — 
them through the woods. In front of them, through the bare trees, — 
there was the glint of water. Marshall said, ‘I say, there’s a lake or 
something.’ 

Gervase nodded. ‘There is a lake here,’ she said. ‘I saw it on the 
map. There’s a house somewhere near.’ 

The pilot said, ‘I wonder if there’s anything in it?’ 

They went on briskly to the water’s edge. Across the lake, no more ~ 
than a hundred yards in width, there was a mown lawn fringed with ~ 
rhododendrons, and at the head of this there was a house, low, long, 
and covered in creeper. “‘That’s Kingslake House,’ said Gervase. ‘I 
remember that. The drive runs from the other side of it back on to — 
the road where we left the bikes.’ 

Marshall said, ‘Nice place. Do you know who lives there?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I suppose the wood belongs to the house.’ 

They turned to examine the lake. It was artificial and very shallow, 
created by a concrete and timber dam across a little stream that ran 
through the trees. With one eye on the house they made their way 
towards the dam and the deep water by it, and walked out upon it, 
fascinated by the tinkle of running water at the overflow. Gervase 
looked out over the small sheet of water and smiled. ‘I suppose this 
is the King’s Lake,’ she said. ‘He must have been a very little King.’ 

The pilot grinned. ‘Because it’s a very little lake?’ 

She nodded, laughing up at him. ‘Boy’s size.’ 

They walked on round it presently, being careful to keep out 
of sight of the house as much as possible. ‘I bet there are some fish 
in it,’ Marshall said thoughtfully. ‘It’s been dammed up so as to 
hold them.’ 

Gervase agreed with him. ‘I’ve seen places like it,’ she said. ‘You 
buy trout and put them in-stock it. Then you have a lot of fun 
getting them out again.’ 

He was interested. ‘How much do trout cost?’ 

‘About a shilling each, I think.’ 

They came to the stream that ran in at the top end and stood 
looking at the water. ‘There’s a fish!’ said the pilot suddenly. He 
touched her on the arm and pointed. ‘By that bit of weed.’ 

She saw a grey shadow moving slowly over the bottom. ‘That’s a 
trout,’ she observed. ‘I said there’d be trout here.’ 

‘How do you know it’s a trout?’ the pilot asked. 

She stared at him. “Well — it’s a trout. Haven’t you ever seen one?’ 

He shook his head. ‘I come from High Holborn, lady. I’ve only 
fished for roach and pike so far.’ 
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She said, ‘It looks grey now, but if it was to turn suddenly you’d 
see it was a sort of goldy colour underneath. It’s got spots on it, too. 
They’re much brighter when they’re out of the water.’ 

‘How do you know all that?’ he asked. ‘Have you fished for them ?’ 

She said, ‘I go out with my uncle sometimes, when I’m staying 
up at Twistleton. He’s the rector. He fishes up and down a little 
river between Twistleton and Helmsley.’ 

‘Fly fishing?’ She nodded. ‘Have you ever done it yourself?’ 

She said, ‘The line always catches up in trees and things with me. 
I never caught anything.’ She glanced around them. ‘It would be 
different here,’ she said. ‘There’s plenty of room behind. I expect 
they arranged the trees like that on purpose.’ 

_ He stared down at her with new admiration and respect. ‘I never 
fished with fly,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how to.’ 

She was still staring at the fish. ‘He’s awfully sluggish,’ she said. 
‘I suppose it’s early in the season, and cold. Let’s get a stick and 
tickle him up a bit.’ 

They got a long stick and thrust it very quietly down into the water 
at the fish. Before they reached it it flicked round and shot off into 
deeper water. 

The pilot said, ‘See it flash? Sort of bronze colour. Let’s see if we 
can find another.’ 

They walked all round the little lake, stick in hand. They saw one 
or two more fish, but well out of reach of their stick. Over their 
heads the light began to fade and a little chill wind of March blew 
through the leafless trees. Presently, regretfully, they left the lake 
and the long house beyond the lawn and walked back over the rise, 
down past the badger’s earth towards their bicycles. 

At the gate Gervase said awkwardly, ‘I think we’d better go back 
independently .. . 

The pilot nodded. ‘It’ll be all over the station in ten minutes if we 
don’t.’ He grinned at her. 

She turned to him. ‘I have enjoyed this afternoon,’ she said. ‘It’s 
been like old times at home. Thank you so much for letting me 

come.’ 

Marshall said, ‘Thank you for coming.’ He hesitated for a moment, 
wondering how to put what he wanted to say. She stood waiting for 
him. ‘If I could find another badger, or something,’ he said, ‘would 
| you like to do it again?’ 
| The afternoon had shown her that he was simple and honest. He 
| had promised to show her a badger’s earth and he had shown her 


| just that; he had not tried to kiss her or do any of those things. He 
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had helped her to pick primroses. 

She said, ‘I'd like to, some afternoon when you're not fishing.’ 

She smiled at him, got on her bicycle, and rode off down the lane 
towards the station. She went very happily. The wind was behind 
her; the evening was fine and blue. For the first time since she arrived 
at Hartley Magna she felt a mitigation of the bleak ugliness of life 
upon the station; her world was no longer made up solely of default- 
ing airwomen, grey wooden huts, anxiety, and grief, and death. She 
had had an afternoon with a young man that she liked and respected; 
a carefree afternoon. She knew quite well that the young man was 
getting to be very much interested in her, and she liked that, too. 
There might be difficulties ahead, but she shut her mind to those. 

She got back to her quarters in the last glimmer of daylight, parked 
her bicycle, and went indoors to the sitting-room. Section Officer 
Ford was there, a fair-haired girl who was second in command to 
Flight Officer Stevens. She said, “Two Pilot Officers and two Sergeant 
Pilots came in this afternoon from the Pool.’ 

Gervase rang the bell and ordered herself a cup of tea. “What are 
the officers like?’ 

‘One’s a South African called Harkness. He calls you “‘my dear” 
every time he speaks. The other’s a boy called Drummond.’ 

‘Do you know who they’ll be put with?’ 

Jane Ford said, “They’ll get crews of their own before very long, 
now that they don’t carry second pilots. They might be put with 
Davy or Marshall or Johnson for a trip or two.’ 

Gervase said, ‘Marshall has a second pilot — a Dane.’ 

‘Only because he’s a Dane and they don’t feel like giving him a 
crew of his own. They’ve regraded him as navigator. You mean 
Gunnar Franck.’ 

Peter Marshall got back to the ante-room about the same time 
and ordered a pint of beer. Pat Johnson was there. He said, ‘Been 
fishing ?’ 

Marshall shook his head. ‘Rode out on the bike to look at a pond,’ 
he said. ‘I don’t know that it’s any good to me.’ He paused and then 
said, ‘Did you go round to-day?’ 

Mr Johnson said, ‘I did a lovely fifth in four.’ 

‘What did you do the thirteenth in?’ That was the hole with the 
stream. 

‘Eleven,’ said Mr Johnson. 

“You’re coming on. Have a beer.’ 

The beer came presently. Johnson said, ‘I’ve got to have a prune 
with me next trip.’ 


480 


“Have I?’ 

‘Not that I know of. Lines has got the other one.’ 

“What’s yours called?’ 

‘Drummond.’ 

Pilot Officer Drummond came into the ante-room soon after that; 
Johnson called him over and introduced him to Marshall and Davy. 
Pilot Officer Drummond was young, about nineteen; he was small 
and dark-haired and pale-faced, with a keen, lively manner. ‘I say,’ 
he said to Johnson, ‘I found a razor in my room. What had I better 
do with it?’ 

Johnson said equably, ‘Give it to Flight Officer Stevens, officer in 
charge of W.A.A.F.s She’ll post it on.’ 

They gave him a can of beer. ‘I’m awfully glad they sent me 
here,’ he said. ‘They were going to send me to Coastal, but I asked 
for Bomber Command, and they let me change.’ He had been for a 
few weeks at an operational training station. 

Marshall said, ‘What’s wrong with Coastal? You can have a damn 
good time at one of those places.’ 

The boy said, ‘Spend all day out over the sea and see nothing but 
a lot of mouldy ships. No, thanks.’ If he had been honest he would 
have said that he wanted above everything to drop bombs on 
Germans, but he was not quite so young as that. 

Presently he asked, ‘When’s the next operation?’ 

‘Give us a bloody chance,’ said Mr Johnson. ‘We had one last 
night. If they take my advice they'll have the next one about three 
months from now.’ 

‘No, seriously. You’ve been doing one every three or four days, 
haven’t you?’ 

Marshal said, ‘We have for the last fortnight, but we can’t keep 
that up. All the machines are running out their time. We'll be laying 
off for a bit pretty soon.’ 

‘I hope we have another first,’ the boy said. 

‘Ruddy little fire-eater,’ said Davy. ‘Don’t let Winco hear him, or 


he’ll get us into trouble.’ 


Presently they went and dined, and afterwards they walked down 
in the quiet of the moonlit night to the ‘Black Horse’. Marshall met 
Mr Ellison in the lounge bar. ‘Sorry about last night,’ he said. “We 
had to go out on a job. What’s it to be?’ 

The tractor salesman said, ‘Pint, please. It said on the wireless 
to-night we raided Dortmund.’ He raised an eyebrow enquiringly. 

The pilot nodded slightly. It was not to talk about Dortmund that 
he had come to the ‘Black Horse’, but to forget it. He said, “Take you 
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on at Bar Billiards. Loser buys a round.’ 

‘All right.’ They put in sixpence and began to play as the table 
started ticking. ‘I saw Jack Barton about those pigeons, by the way. 
‘He said, go right ahead, any time you like.’ 

‘Fine. You got a gun?’ 

' Mr Ellison said, ‘Sure.’ 

‘We've got a two-two rifle, and I think I can borrow a twelve- 
bore. What about to-morrow afternoon? A hundred and sixty-six.’ 

The other marked it up. ‘All right.’ | 

‘Y’ll have Gunnar Franck and Phillips with me. Nice work — pretty 
to watch.’ 

‘Bout three o’clock? Two hundred and forty.’ 

‘Make it half past two. It gets dark so early.’ 

‘Okay. If we have any luck we'll take a brace along to Jack after. 
Maybe he’ll give us some tea.’ 

‘There'll be four of us.’ . 3 

‘Ninety. I’ll let him know we're going out to-morrow afternoon. 
Maybe he’ll come and join us.’ 

Marshall left at closing-time and walked back to the station and 
went to bed. He lay in bed for some time before sleep, deeply happy 
about Gervase Robertson. He felt that she was a kind, generous girl; 
she was physically very attractive, almost unbearably so at times. 
Moreover, she was interested in the things that he was interested in, 
and talked sense about them. He wondered very much what he 
could ask her to do next. He knew that her position as an officer 
upon the station must inevitably constrain their meetings; if she 
got talked about too much she might be transferred away. What 
they did must be done discreetly, and well away from the station. 

He drifted off to sleep, his problem still unsolved, thinking about 
her smile, the poise of her head, the slim line of her figure. 

He told Gunnar Franck and Phillips about the pigeon-shoot next 
morning. Sergeant Phillips said he could produce an air-rifle, 
guaranteed to kill a rat at fifty yards, and to give it a great fright at 
a hundred. He promised to bring that along. Marshall went back to 
the ante-room before lunch and asked the Wing Commander if he 
could borrow his gun. 

The Wing-Commander was a man about thirty years old called 
Dobbie; he came from Scotland and had been in the regular Air 
Force before the war. He said, ‘All right. Got any cartridges?’ 

Catridges at that stage of the war were in short supply. They 
argued for a little time about replacement; finally Marshall sealed 
the loan of ten cartridges with a pint of beer. 
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Dobbie asked, ‘What other guns have you got?’ 

Marshall said, ‘The tractor chap’s got a gun, and Sergeant Pilot 
Franck’s got a two-two, and Sergeant Phillips an air-rifle. He wanted 
to bring along the turret, but I said I thought you wouldn’t like that, 
sir, 

“Where are you going to do this?’ 

“Coldstone Mill. Up the river.’ 

Section Officer Robertson was near them, listening; Marshall was 
very conscious of her. The Wing-Commander said, ‘Darned if I don’t 
come out to see the fun myself, if I can make it.’ 

The pilot said carefully, “We'd love to see you, sir, if you bring 
another ten cartridges. Better bring the box, perhaps.’ 

There was a laugh. Section Officer Robertson drew near. ‘Is this 
your pigeon-shoot?’ she said. ‘May I come too?’ It seemed to be 
developing into a public party, making it possible for her. 

Marshall said, ‘Fine. I’ll race around and see if I can get one or 
two more guns.’ 

There was a Jeep upon the station, acquired mysteriously by 
Wing-Commander Dobbie and retained by him for his personal use. 
Gervase rode out to Coldstone Mill in this with him; as they went 
he justified to her the expenditure of Service petrol by a dissertation 
on the weight of pigeons (food) that would require to be transported 
back to camp. They reached complete agreement that the use of 
motor transport for this purpose was not only justifiable, ,.but wise 
and prudent. 

They got to Coldstone Mill a little late, in time for the first fusil- 
lade, which they witnessed from the bridge. A cloud of pigeons shot 
out from the trees with a great clatter of wings, a blue-grey cloud 


of birds-against a pale blue sky. The sharp crack of Flying Officer 
-Davy’s service revolver was unmistakable. One pigeon came down 


with a solid thump, and two more fluttered down wounded. 

‘I hope nobody’s brought out a Sten gun,’ said the Wing-Com- 
mander. ‘I’d have to take notice of that.’ 

They shot all afternoon under the direction of Jack Barton, moving 


about the farm from clump to clump. They finished up with sixteen 
pigeons and a cup of tea at the farm in the fading light of evening. 


Gervase had shot a pigeon with Gunnar Franck’s borrowed rifle. 


She went up to him at tea. ‘It was terribly nice of you to let me 
shoot,’ she said. ‘It has been fun.’ 


The broad, red-faced young man went redder than ever. ‘You 
shoot ver’ well,’ he said. ‘How did you learn?’ 


| She said, ‘We live in the country. My father has a rook rifle, and 
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_ Mr Ellison said, ‘Sure.’ 
‘We've got a two-two rifle, and I think I can borrow a twelve- 
bore. What about to-morrow afternoon? A hundred and sixty-six.’ 
The other marked it up. ‘All right.’ 
‘lll have Gunnar Franck and Phillips with me. Nice work — pretty 
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‘Bout three o’clock? Two hundred and forty.’ 
‘Make it half past two. It gets dark so early.’ 
‘Okay. If we have any luck we'll take a brace along to Jack after. 
Maybe he’ll give us some tea.’ 
‘There'll be four of us.’ 
‘Ninety. I’ll let him know we're going out to-morrow afternoon. 
Maybe he’ll come and join us.’ 
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went to bed. He lay in bed for some time before sleep, deeply happy 
about Gervase Robertson. He felt that she was a kind, generous gir]; 
she was physically very attractive, almost unbearably so at times. 
Moreover, she was interested in the things that he was interested in, © 
and talked sense about them. He wondered very much what he 
could ask her to do next. He knew that her position as an officer 
upon the station must inevitably constrain their meetings; if she 
got talked about too much she might be transferred away. What 
they did must be done discreetly, and well away from the station. 

He drifted off to sleep, his problem still unsolved, thinking about 
her smile, the poise of her head, the slim line of her figure. 

He told Gunnar Franck and Phillips about the pigeon-shoot next 
morning. Sergeant Phillips said he could produce an_air-rifle, 
guaranteed to kill a rat at fifty yards, and to give it a great fright at 
a hundred. He promised to bring that along. Marshall went back to 
the ante-room before lunch and asked the Wing Commander if he 
could borrow his gun. 

The Wing-Commander was a man about thirty years old called 
Dobbie; he came from Scotland and had been in the regular Air 
Force before the war. He said, ‘All right. Got any cartridges?’ 

Catridges at that stage of the war were in short supply. They 
argued for a little time about replacement; finally Marshall sealed 
the loan of ten cartridges with a pint of beer. 


482 


‘ 


| 
| 
| 
| 


Dobbie asked, ‘What other guns have you got?’ 
Marshall said, ‘The tractor chap’s got a gun, and Sergeant Pilot 


_ Franck’s got a two-two, and Sergeant Phillips an air-rifle. He wanted 


to bring along the turret, but I said I thought you wouldn’t like that, 
sire’ 

“Where are you going to do this?’ 

‘Coldstone Mill. Up the river.’ 

Section Officer Robertson was near them, listening; Marshall was 
very conscious of her. The Wing-Commander said, ‘Darned if I don’t 
come out to see the fun myself, if I can make it.’ 

The pilot said carefully, “We'd love to see you, sir, if you bring 
another ten cartridges. Better bring the box, perhaps.’ 

There was a laugh. Section Officer Robertson drew near. ‘Is this 
your pigeon-shoot?’ she said. ‘May I come too?’ It seemed to be 
developing into a public party, making it possible for her. 

Marshall said, ‘Fine. I’ll race around and see if I can get one or 
two more guns.’ 

There was a Jeep upon the station, acquired mysteriously by 
Wing-Commander Dobbie and retained by him for his personal use. 
Gervase rode out to Coldstone Mill in this with him; as they’ went 
he justified to her the expenditure of Service petrol by a dissertation 
on the weight of pigeons (food) that would require to be transported 
back to camp. They reached complete agreement that the use of 
motor transport for this purpose was not only justifiable, ,but wise 
and prudent. 

They got to Coldstone Mill a little late, in time for the first fusil- 
lade, which they witnessed from the bridge. A cloud of pigeons shot 
out from the trees with a great clatter of wings, a blue-grey cloud 
of birds-against a pale blue sky. The sharp crack of Flying Officer 
Davy’s service revolver was unmistakable. One pigeon came down 
with a solid thump, and two more fluttered down wounded. 

‘I hope nobody’s brought out a Sten gun,’ said the Wing-Com- 
mander. ‘I’d have to take notice of that.’ 

They shot all afternoon under the direction of Jack Barton, moving 
about the farm from clump to clump. They finished up with sixteen 
pigeons and a cup of tea at the farm in the fading light of evening. 

Gervase had shot a pigeon with Gunnar Franck’s borrowed rifle. 
She went up to him at tea. ‘It was terribly nice of you to let me 
shoot,’ she said. ‘It has been fun.’ 

The broad, red-faced young man went redder than ever. “You 
shoot ver’ well,’ he said. ‘How did you learn?’ 

She said, ‘We live in the country. My father has a rook rifle, and 
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I take a pot at things sometimes.’ 

‘Where I live,’ he said, with a touch of nostalgia, ‘my sister also 
shoots with bow and arrow,’ 

‘Archery ?’ 

‘Jo. She was in the Ladies’ Championship for all Denmark, but 
she was beaten three turns before the last, the final contest. We were 
very sorry.’ 

‘She must be very good to have got so far. Where is she now?’ 

‘In Denmark. I have not heard for seven months.’ 

He began to tell her about his home and his sister and his mother. 
She listened to him quietly, letting him talk, helping him every now 
and then with a question. It was obviously a pleasure to him. In 
five minutes she learned much of his family history and a little of 
his loneliness. 

‘I like being in England ver’ much,’ he said bravely. ‘I have now 
many English friends to go to for my leave, and Danish too. But 
I like being here the best.’ ‘ 

A thought crossed her mind; this simple, red-faced boy with the 
curly black hair was one of the supermen who went fifty-one times 
over Germany and Italy. ‘Which aircraft do you go in?’ she enquired. 
She knew well enough, but she did not want to let him know that 
she had been out with his captain. 

He beamed. ‘I am with Flight Lieutenant Marshall,’ he said. ‘R for 
Robert.’ He glanced around; the pilot was some way off. ‘I am ver’ 
happy to be with him. He is a good pilot, good navigator, good 
captain, good altogether. We have been now together for eleven 
months.’ 

The girl said, “‘That’s marvellous.’ 

He nodded. ‘Always he is ver’ careful,’ he said. ‘And practise, 
practise, practise all the time. Each day we practise some new thing 
that we have learned from the last op. Sometimes it is on the firing 
teacher that we practise, sometimes the Link trainer, sometimes in 
the air. And so when we go out,’ he laughed, ‘sometimes it is quite 
dull!’ 

She nodded. Dimly she was beginning to appreciate the hard, 
slogging work that lay behind good luck on operations. Good luck 
and safety did not come unless you reached for them, it seemed. 

She said, ‘Aren’t you the crew who are all fishermen?’ 

He beamed down upon her. ‘I like ver’ well to fish,’ he said. ‘The 
Cap, he likes only spinning; he has caught a ver’ beautiful pike last 
week. Have you seen it?’ 

‘T saw it and | ate a bit of it,’ she said. ‘It was a beautiful fish.’ 
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The Dane said, ‘I like better to fish for roach, and Sergeant Phillips 


_ also. Now we teach Corporal Leech. The flight engineer — he changes 


almost every flight.’ He turned to her. ‘I think it is ver’ good when 


_ all of a crew like the same things, all together,’ he said. 


If he had been more articulate, less shy of her, and more eloquent 
in English, he would have said what he meant; that common interests 
made a bond between the men, a slender, elusive thread making for 
good team work in the air. Such crews were generally lucky. 

The party broke up presently, and Wing-Commander Dobbie 
drove her back to the camp in the Jeep. On the floor behind them 
were three pigeons, two of his and one of hers. ‘Remind me to ask 
that farmer to the next Ensa show,’ he said. “We'll give him dinner 
first in the mess. And that chap Ellison, to. Do you know were he 
lives?’ 

Gervase said, ‘I don’t. I think Flight Lieutenant Marshall knows, 
sir; I'll get the address from him.’ 

They reached the camp and parked the Jeep; she thanked him for 
the lift and carried her pigeon over to her quarters to show it to 
Section Officer Ford. The sitting-room was empty, so she took it to 
the mess and gave it to the cook. As she was coming out of the 
kitchen Marshall came in, flushed from riding back upon his bicycle. 
His hands seemed full of pigeons. 

She stopped, and was glad to do so. ‘How many did you get?’ she 
asked. 

He said, ‘I got three and Davy got two.’ 

‘Not with his revolver?’ 

‘No — that wasn’t much good. You got one, didn’t you?’ 

She nodded. ‘It was fun. Who are you giving your other two to?’ 

He said, ‘Anyone who stands me a beer.’ 

She hesitated, and then said, ‘What about Mrs Stevens?’ 

He stared at her. ‘She never gave me any beer. All she did was to 
make my batwoman cry.’ 

She said, ‘Be a sport — give her one.’ 

There was a momentary silence. ‘Would you like her to have 
one?’ he asked. 

‘] think it’d be a nice thing.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Heap coals of fire upon her head.’ He picked the 
pigeons over. ‘That’s the biggest coal.’ He gave it to the cook for 
the Flight Officer’s lunch. ‘And I hope it bloody well burns her.’ 

Gervase said, ‘It’ll probably get you your tea.’ 

They went out of the mess together, she to go to her quarters and 


_ he to put away his bicycle. In the windy darkness outside the mess 
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they paused together for a minute. 

‘I talked to Gunnar Franck at tea,’ she said. ‘He seems an awfully 
good sort.’ ; 

He nodded. ‘He’s a very nice chap, Gunnar.’ He hesitated, and 
then said, ‘I’m glad you came this afternoon. Did you enjoy it?’ 
She said, ‘It was wizard. I had an awfully good time.’ 

They talked for a little time about the events of the afternoon. 
In the end he said casually: 

‘I was thinking of going into Oxford on Saturday to see a flick.’ 
He hesitated for a moment. ‘Would you like to come?’ 

To gain time while she thought, she asked, ‘What’s on?’ 

‘Something with Irene Dunne and Cary Grant. I forget its name.’ 
He paused, and said, ‘We could go in independently and meet there 
for a cup of tea, and throw our flick, and have supper, and come back | 
independently.’ « 

She realized that he had got it all worked out before he spoke to 
her. She liked him very much; she knew that she would enjoy the 
afternoon that he had planned for her. She had a momentary sense 
of something enormous looming up ahead of them that she really 
ought to pay attention to, but she put it from her mind. 

‘I'd like to do that,’ she said. ‘I’ve got some shopping that I want 
to do in Oxford.’ 

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Where shall we meet?’ 

‘There’s that place in the middle where the cross-roads meet. 
Carfax, they call it.’ 

‘All right. Four o’clock?’ 

They agreed on that. And then, for no special reason, in the dim 
light he put out his hand, and she took it, and shook hands with 
him, and it seemed a perfectly natural thing to do. 

He turned away. ‘I’ll see you then,’ he said. 

She nodded. ‘I’ll be there.’ 

He did not see her to speak to for the next two days, though he — 
‘was very conscious of her in the mess. He made opportunities to sit 
“where he could see her; every attitude and movement that she made 
‘seemed to him to be delightful. He was clever and discreet in this 
surveillance; it passed unnoticed in the ante-room and even Gervase 

herself was scarcely aware of it. 

On her side, she was interested to find out what bits of informa- 
tion were available concerning R for Robert and its captain. She did 
not add a great deal to the knowledge that she had. The aircraft had 
‘been going for a long time; it had done over four hundred hours. The 
:same crew had flown it most of the time; they came and went with 
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- regularity and despatch. She found that there were several crews 
_ of that sort operating from Hartley. Nothing ever seemed to happen 


to Davy, or Lines, or Johnson, or Sergeant Pilot Nutter; those 
machines appeared to be immune from all disaster. It was not really 
an immunity. She did not realize how much depended upon the skill 
and quickness of the captain in the split second of emergency, upon 
the perfect understanding of the members of the crew between them- 
selves. Johnson had come back with a great hole in one wing and 
one flap down. She did not yet understand the quick appreciation of 
the damage and the reaction of the pilot, dazed and stunned by the 
explosion, that had brought about the instant, sure, and violent 
movements upon wheel and rudder pedals that had kept the machine 
out of a spin. All she knew was that these crews were lucky, and 
Went on and on. 

They met for the next time at Carfax in the middle of Oxford, 
under the shadow of an old church at the intersection of two shop- 
ping streets. He was there first by ten minutes; she came to him as 
the clock above his head struck four, carrying a little attaché-case 
that held her purchases. She smiled at him. ‘Have you been waiting 
long?’ 

‘Not long,’ he said. ‘I went and had my hair cut.’ 

She said, ‘What’ll we do now? Have you had tea?’ 

‘No—I was waiting for you. What about Fullers?’ 

She said, ‘That’s all right.’ So they walked together through the 
crowded streets towards the café, each wondering whether they 
would find it full of officers, W.A.A.F.s, and airmen from Hartley 
Magna. Marshall for his own sake was unconcerned; it would not 
have worried him if the whole air station had seen him taking tea 
with the bearded lady from the circus, but he knew that Gervase 
was sensitive to station gossip. Gervase, however, was taking it 
phlegmatically. There was no earthly reason why she should not 
spend an afternoon in Oxford with a pilot. She did not want the 
buzz to get around the station much, but if it did — well, that was 
just too bad. Whatever you did caused gossip at a place like Hartley, 
where there was nothing else to talk about except the work. 

They took a table in the window overlooking the Corn Market 
and ordered tea and what passed for sweet cakes and pastries, a thin 
shadow of the peace-time days. At the beginning of the little meal 
they talked about the picture they were going to see together; by 
the end of it they had thawed out and were talking about them- 


selves. 
He said presently, ‘I say, what’s your name?’ He knew that per- 
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fectly well, but was afraid to tell her so. ‘I mean, it’s silly to go on 
calling you Miss Robertson.’ 

She said, “You could call me Section Officer.” 

He said, ‘If you aren’t damn careful, I will. Look, I'll do a deal 
over this. I’ll tell you my name if you tell me yours.’ They were 
immensely young. 

‘I know yours,’ she said equably. She bit into a bun. ‘It’s Peter.’ 

He stared at her. “‘You’ve been peeping! That’s not fair.’ 

She laughed, and choked. ‘I’ve not been peeping,’ she said when 
she got her breath. ‘Mrs Stevens always calls you Peter Marshall.’ 

He nodded. “They all fall for me,’ he said. ‘It’s my fatal attraction.’ 

She laughed again. ‘I wouldn’t bank too much on that.’ 

Their eyes met, and he smiled at her. ‘What is it, anyway ?’ 

‘Gervase,’ she said, and wondered why she had given in so easily. 

‘That’s rather pretty,’ he said. “What’s the L?i 

She told him, and he offered her a cigarette, and they sat by the 
window over the remnants of their tea, smoking and telling each 
other about their brothers and sisters and their homes. And as they 
sat a half-hour passed unnoticed; they would have sat there indefin- 
itely together, learning about each other, but for sheer decency that 
made them get up at the time the programme started at their picture- 
house. 

They walked together through the crowded shopping streets to 
the cinema, not now caring whether anybody saw them or not. In 
the large dimness of the hall they sat together for three hours, very 
conscious of each other. They sat through the news, and shook with 
laughter at Donald Duck, and wondered at a picture about Russia, 
and thrilled with Gary Grant and Irene Dunne. And at the end they 
stumbled out into the black-out, and he took her up the street to 
the George restaurant for supper and gave her a gimlet to drink 
before the meal. 

They talked about Oxford across the table. It meant nothing to — 
them academically and they did not clearly understand what went 
on there in peace-time. Now it was stuffed full of Americans from 
the Army and the Army Air Corps. 

Marshall said, “There was some talk of my brother coming here 
to one of the colleges. But now he’s been in the Army for three years; 
I don’t suppose he’ll want to when it’s all over. He’ll be too old.’ 

Gervase said, ‘What a shame. What do you think he’ll do?’ 

He told her about Bill, who wanted to be a solicitor and probably 
would be one day. And then she asked: 

‘What will you do when it’s over?’ 
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He said, ‘I can always go back to the office — they said they’d keep 
the job for me.’ He was not really interested in what might happen 
to him after the war was over; for most people in his way of life that 
was an academic question. 

He glanced at her. ‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘What would 
you do if the war ended now?’ 

She said, ‘I did a course of shorthand and typing just before I 
joined up, and I did a bit of that at first before I was an officer. Then 
they let me go into signals, and then I got my commission. I think 
I'd try and get a job as secretary to somebody in the radio business.’ 

‘That means working in a town,’ he said. “Would you like that?’ 

She grimaced and shook her head. 

‘There’s only one thing for it, then. You'll have to marry a farmer 
and settle down in the country.’ He did not want her in the least to 
marry a farmer; already he had other plans for her. 

‘I don’t know about marrying a farmer,’ she said. ‘I’d like to 
settle down in the country. But I don’t want to do that yet.’ 

‘Why not?’ : 

She said, ‘I think when people are young they ought to do an 

honest job of work. There are lots of beastly things that have to be 
done, like working in towns, in offices. I don’t think anybody ought 
to shirk that side of life.’ 

‘I suppose that’s right,’ he said. ‘But most people never get beyond 
the office and the town.’ 

She nodded. ‘I don’t want to get stuck in a groove. I’d like to work 
in some business for seven or eight years and then marry and go 
back to the country.’ 

He said, ‘I’d like to go on flying with Imperial Airways, or what- 
ever they call it, after the war. But I don’t suppose I’ll be able to: 
There'll be an awful lot of us milling after just a few jobs.’ 

They talked for some time about Hartley Magna, and the people 
on the station, and the life. He found that Gervase was much more 
reconciled to life there than when he had talked to her last. “You get 
to like it,’ he said. ‘At least, I did.’ 

She nodded. ‘I’m liking it a bit better now. I suppose it’s because 
I’m finding more to do, like you and your fishing.’ 

Peter said, ‘The fishing ends in a week’s time.’ 

She knew vaguely that the coarse fishing season came to an end 
some time in the middle of March. She said, ‘You'll have to think 
of something else to do.’ : 

‘So will the boys,’ he said. ‘I want to go farther up the river one 
day next week, though, and see if I can’t get another pike.’ 
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‘How far?’ 

‘There’s a place about two miles farther up, by Riddington, where 
there’s a little sort of pool. Sergeant Phillips went up there one 
Sunday after roach. He says he thinks there are pike there. It’s a good 
long way to go.’ 

‘Five miles,’ she said. ‘That isn’t much.’ 

He said, ‘It may not be to you, but I took to biking very late in 
life.’ 

She laughed. ‘How old are you?’ 

‘Twenty-two,’ he said. He glanced at her. ‘How old are you?’ 

She said, ‘I’m twenty-one.’ Then they told each other all about 
their birthdays. 

They ate with one eye on the clock, watching the time to catch 
their bus back to Hartley Magna. Peter said, ‘Look, Gervase — would 
you rather that I didn’t come on this bus? There’s that other one at 
half past ten; I could come on that.’ 

She said, ‘That means you’d have to wait about here for an hour, 
though.’ 

‘I could go and get drunk,’ he said. 

She laughed. “You needn’t do that for me, unless you want to for 
your own evil purposes. It doesn’t matter our going back on the 
same bus if we don’t sit together. After all, we might have come 
here quite independently.’ She paused, and then she added, ‘It doesn’t 
matter a bit, anyway, if people do see us.’ 

He paid the bill and they left the restaurant and walked towards 
the market-place where the bus started. In the dark, crowded street 
they jostled against people in the black-out; he took her arm to 
guide her and they walked so to the bus, each thrilling with the 
contact. 

In the darkness, fifty yards from the dim-lighted oblong of the 
bus, they paused. ‘We'd better say good-night here,’ he said. ‘It’s 
probably full of people from the station.’ 

She turned to him; he reached for her hand, and held it. He did 
not think that she was ready to be kissed. She said, ‘It’s been a lovely 
afternoon, Peter. Thank you for bringing me.’ 

She had called him by his Christian name. He said thickly, ‘Thank 
you for coming, Gervase.’ He stood there in the darkness caressing 
her hand. ‘You'd better buzz along and get a seat,’ he said at last. 
‘Tl come on in a minute.’ 

She left him, and he followed her a little later, and they rode back 
to Hartley Magna at opposite ends of the bus. 

He did not speak to her again, alone, for several days. 
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A string of circumstances prevented them from meeting in the 
afternoons; one or other of them had duties to perform except for 
one day, when it rained. For five days Marshall had to watch her 
without talking to her. It was impossible for him to avoid her even 
if he had wanted to, and he did not want to; at the same time it 
was impossible for them to meet and talk without starting gossip all 
around the station, and he was unwilling to do that. 

He found himself continually seeing things that he wanted to tell 
her about. He saw a blue tit on a branch one day; he did not know 
what it was, except that it was blue. Gervase would know; he suf- 
fered a sudden mad impulse to go to the signals office and ask her 
to come out and see it. He saw a Halifax without a front turret and 
heard from the pilot why it was given up; he wanted to pour out to 
her this vital and most interesting news. Down by the river, standing 
very quiet, he saw three tiny water-rats learning to swim; it irked 
him that she was not there with him to see. Gunnar Franck received 
a letter from his mother that had come via Switzerland and Spain; 
he was unable to talk to her about it. He could only catch her eye 
occasionally across the table or the ante-room and smile. 

He slept badly during that five days; that is to say, instead of 
sleeping solidly for nine hours as he was accustomed to, he slept 
for seven and lay awake for two, and got up in the morning stale 
and tired. After the third such night it seemed to him that they 
could hardly go on as they were; they would have to work out some 
means of meeting—if she wanted to. He was not sure of that, 
however. Gervase might be quite satisfied with their relationship, 
for all he knew. He was uncertain and upset; in those five days 
his friends found him sharp and irritable. Even his crew found him 
to be difficult to please, a novel and unusual trait developed in their 
captain. 

Gervase saw nothing of this restlessness because she did not meet 
him. When circumstances allowed, she knew she would go out with 
him again; the two afternoons that she had spent with him had been 
happy ones, the happiest that she had spent since she had been at 
Hartley. She was not in any hurry for the third. She knew, with a 
little glow of wonder and of pride, that this casual, competent, and 
kind young man was coming to be very much in love with her. She 
knew that this would raise enormous problems for her in the future 
that she did not in the least know how to tackle. She was grateful 
for the respite that prevented them from meeting. Her whole instinct 
was to take it slowly; when it rained on the one afternoon when 
they were both free, she was almost glad. 
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They did an operation on the fifth day; Essen. It was a massed raid 
of more than six hundred aircraft, Lancasters, Halifaxes, Welling- — 
tons, and a few Stirlings. The Wellingtons from Hartley were 
scheduled to arrive in the last quarter of an hour; they got there 
when the target was a sea of flame with smoke-clouds rising up above 
ten thousand feet. Most of the searchlights had ceased functioning 
and the flak was weak and inaccurate; for the Wellingtons it was an _ 
easy raid. There were night fighters over the target, but a layer of 
cloud at thirteen thousand gave them cover for the journey home; 
Phillips got off a couple of bursts at one as they climbed up beside 
Lines in the dim light, covering each other. Then they were in the 
cloud and sheering apart, and so they came home, and landed back 
at about three in the morning. There were no losses, though Sergeant- 
Pilot Nutter came back swearing like a sergeant pilot with the fabric 
missing from one elevator and his rear-gunner, wounded in the 
shoulder from a burst beside the tail. 

Throughout this raid Marshall was absent-minded and distrait. He 
‘took the machine off and flew it normally, checked his instruments 
with his usual care, talked to his crew down the inter-com, did all 
his normal duties. But there was no life in his work that night; he 
performed it automatically, thinking about other things. All the way 
from Hartley Magna to Essen and back from Essen to Hartley Magna 
his mind was only on Gervase. The vast glow of smoke and flame 
that they saw fifty miles away did not excite him; he was oppressed 
with the feeling that the present position with Gervase was intoler- 
able; the artificial constraint that life upon the station placed between 
them must be ended as soon as possible. The target was too far 
obscured by smoke and fire for him to be able to identify the engine 
assembly shops that they were detailed to destroy. Gunnar Franck 
took over and from the river bend guided him across the inferno for 
about the right distance, and they dropped their bombs and fell into 
formation beside Lines as they climbed up towards the clouds, and 
Marshall was free again to think about his trouble. He would have 
to reach an understanding with Gervase. They could not go on like 
this. 

He got to bed at about half past three, and slept restlessly and late. 
He woke up at about half past eleven; there was no tea for him in 
spite of the pigeon that he had given to the Flight Officer, and his 
batwoman had gone downstairs. He lay for half an hour in bed rather 
unhappy and resentful of the circumstances of his life; then he got 
up and shaved and went downstairs to drink his pint of beer before 
lunch. 
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He saw Gervase in the ante-room and crossed over to her, can in 
hand. 

‘Morning,’ he said. 

She turned to him. ‘Good morning. Did you get your cup of tea?’ 

He grumbled, ‘No, I didn’t. Fat lot of good giving her a pigeon.’ 

The girl said, ‘But she told the girl that you could have it! I know 
she did.’ In fact, he had been asleep at the time when his batwoman 
might have brought it to him. 

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said gloomily. ‘Beer is best.’ 

She laughed. “What’s the matter with you?’ 

He yawned. ‘I stayed up too late last night.’ 

Gervase said, ‘It’s going to be a lovely afternoon. You'd better 
get out and get some exercise.’ 

He nodded. ‘I thought of going out to that place Riddington up 
the river, that I told you about, to try and get another pike. Like to 
come with me?’ He paused, and added persuasively, ‘I’d let you have 
a crack with the little rod, if you like.’ 

She said, ‘All right. ’ll meet you out there.’ 

He fixed details of the time and place with her, and left her almost 
immediately, conscious of Flying Officer Davy watching them across. 
the room. He went in presently to lunch, and then up to his room to. 
collect his fishing gear. He rode out of the station on his bicycle ahead. 
of Gervase; when she reached the river he had already fitted up his. 
rod and made a cast or two with the red plug. 

The river here swelled out into a wide pool, rather black and 
muddy, and overhung with trees. At one time it might have been a 
millpool or perhaps a reservoir; now nothing remained to show its: 
purpose save the stone retaining wall and rusty sluice. Gervase found. 
him at the deep end of it; she came to him by a little path through. 
beds of nettles. 

‘You do find nice places,’ she said. ‘I think this is fun.’ 

The sun shone on them through the bare trees; the shadows of the- 
branches made thin pencilled lines upon the water. ‘It’s nothing 
like that Kingslake place,’ he said. ‘I was just thinking it looks pretty 
grim.’ He glanced at the dark water and the black sunken branches: 
sticking out of it up at the shallow end. 

‘We won't spin too deep,’ he said. ‘We might bring up the body.’ 

She made a little gesture of distaste. ‘Loathsome ideas you have.’ 

‘Well, I didn’t want to spoil our afternoon.’ 

He showed her his rod, reel, and tackle. She had never fished in 
that way; indeed, she had never fished at all except for one or two 


_ abortive trials with a fly, as she had told him. They stood there: 
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together on the bank of the dark pool as he explained the tackle to 
her; he stumbled once or twice during his explanation confused by 
her proximity. The tension communicated itself to her because she 
moved away from him a little and said: 

‘All right. Go on, and let’s see you do it.’ 

He cast out over the still pool; the plug went flying thirty yards 
and landed with a little splash; he began to reel in slowly. “That’s 
nice,’ she said. She watched as the little red fish wiggled up towards 
them as he reeled it out and cast again. 

Presently he handed her the rod and showed her how to do it; it 
was necessary to adjust her hand upon the handle and her thumb 
upon the reel, and that was difficult for both of them. She cast, and 
got an overrun that tangled up the line; cast again when he had 
straightened it for her and got another. The third time the plug sailed 
correctly up the still pool a little way, giving her the thrill of achieve- 
ment. 

They fished on for half an hour and caught nothing, which was 
not surprising. Their minds were not upon the job but on very 
different matters; a fish, if a fish there were, might have looked out 
of the water at them brandishing the rod above his head and won- 
dered at their few, constrained remarks and the long, difficult silences. 

For Gervase, the afternoon was a disappointment. For some reason 
that she did not clearly understand it was not working out so well 
as the day in Kingslake woods. That and the evening in Oxford had 
been sheer pleasure; this was different, and awkward. She became 
aware that she wanted to get away, and quickly too, before some- 
thing frightful happened. 

She handed him back the rod. ‘Thanks ever so much for letting 
me try,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to go back now —I said I’d be back for 
tea. I hope you catch a fish.’ 

He smiled at her. He had felt the awkwardness between them as 
much as she had; if she wanted to escape he would not try to stop 
her. “There’s a dance in the Town Hall to-morrow night,’ he said. 
‘Would you like to come to it?’ ; 

She said, to gain time, “You mean the one in Hartley Town Hall?’ 

He nodded. ‘That’s the one.’ 

She hesitated, and then said, ‘I think that’s a bit near the station, 
isn’t it?’ 

There was a long pause. 

‘I’m not so struck upon this hole and corner business,’ he said at 
last. ‘I think we ought to give ourselves a chance.’ 

She realized in panic what was happening and tried to laugh it off. 
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‘We wouldn’t have much chance if we went to the Hartley dance 
together.’ She moved away. ‘I really must go now.’ 

‘Just one more thing,’ the pilot said. 

She glanced at him and realized that, as she saw him then, so he 


‘must look over the target just as Gunnar Franck said, ‘Bombs away, 


Cap.’ 

She said weakly, ‘What’s that?’ 

‘I think you're a grand person,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m working up 
to ask you if you’d like to marry me.’ 

The date was March the fourteenth, the last day of the season for 
coarse fishing. 


CHATIER FOUR 


Now hollow fires burn out to black, 
And lights are guttering low: 

Square your shoulders, lift your pack, 
And leave your friends, and go. 


Oh never fear, man, nought’s to dread, 
Look not to left or right: 

In all the endless path you tread 
There’s nothing but the night. 


A. E. HOUSEMAN. 


There was a long silence between them. Now that the worst had hap- 
pened, Gervase found that all awkwardness had disappeared; his: 
frankness seemed to give her licence to speak freely herself. ‘Look,” 
she said at last, ‘that’s perfectly absurd. We’ve only met twice or 
three times.’ 

He said, ‘Well, that’s not true, because we’ve been meeting almost: 
every day in the mess. But if it was true—so what? Do you think. 
that matters?’ 

She thought for a moment. ‘No, I don’t,’ she said. ‘I think you’re- 
right there. I think if you wanted to marry anybody you'd probably 
know in the first five minutes.’ 

Their agreement only served to deepen the message of her words.. 
‘Well, I did,’ he said quietly, ‘even if you didn’t. I knew I wanted you: 
to marry me that first day of all, when we went to see the badger.’ 

She said helplessly, ‘I’m frightfully sorry .. .’ 
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They were still standing by the edge of the pool. Marshall said, 
‘Let’s go and sit on that stile.’ 

She said, ‘I’ve got to go back soon.’ 

‘It won’t hurt you to wait ten minutes.’ He smiled at her. ‘I won’t 
try any of the rough stuff.’ 

They left the pool, and carrying the rod and case they went towards 
the stile and sat upon it, one at each end so that there was a yard 
between them. As they went Marshall had time to collect his elo- 
quence, and when they were settled he said: 

‘Look Gervase. When I said we ought to give ourselves a chance, 
I meant just that. I hate this lousy hole and corner business, snooping 
about in the bushes in case an A.C.2 sees us and starts gossiping on 
the station. If we were both in civil life I wouldn’t have asked you to 
marry me the third time we went out together. But here, it’s either 
that or go on creeping round the hedges, and I take a dim view of 
that.’ 

She said, “There’s nothing else to do, is there? If you don’t want to 
set the whole station off talking.’ 

He grinned at her. ‘I’d rather set the whole station off talking and 
have done with it.’ 

‘I don’t see what good that would do,’ she said. ‘It’d just make 
things difficult.’ 

He pulled out his cigarette-case and offered her one; she refused, 
and absently he lit one himself, flipped the match away, and blew a 
long cloud. 

‘I think I’ve been a bloody fool,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve upset 
you, Gervase.’ 

She said, ‘You’ve not upset me.’ As she spoke she knew that it 
would be months before she would be able to stop thinking about 
what was going on between them. 

He glanced at her, and saw that her face was troubled, and her 
cheeks rather pink. “Would you like to hear my side of it?’ he asked. 

She said, ‘I don’t think I would, Peter. It won’t do any good.’ 

‘Maybe, but I'd like you to know.’ He glanced up at her, smiling 
faintly. ‘Children may go out before the sermon.’ 

She flushed. ‘I’m not a child.’ 

‘Then you can stay and listen to the sermon,’ he said equably. 

He blew another cloud of smoke, considering his words. ‘I know 
we don’t know much about each other,’ he said slowly. ‘But I do 
think this. I think we know enough to justify us in taking a chance 
together. When we know each other better we may get to hate the 
sight of one another, and then everything will come to an end, and 
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we'll be well out of it.’ 

‘In that case,’ she observed, ‘we'd better not start.’ 

‘If I thought it was going to end like that,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t 
want to. But what I think is this. I think you're the finest girl I’ve ever 
met, Gervase, or that I’m ever likely to meet. I think I could make 
you happy, not only now but when we're old. In fifty years’ time, 
when you've got rheumatism and I’m stone deaf, I think we’d still 
be happy together. That’s what I think.’ 

She did not speak. 

‘It’s pretty early to speak to you about getting married,’ he said, 
‘and you've got every right to shoot me down. But I’m glad I did.’ 

There was a long silence. In the end she broke it. ‘When you said 
you wanted us to take a chance together,’ she said, ‘did you mean 
you wanted us to be engaged, or something?’ 

He thought for a minute. ‘If you like. What I really meant was 
that we should say, to hell with the station. That we should meet as 
often as we like, and when we like. In the middle of the parade 
ground, if we like.’ 

“We wouldn’t go on like that for very long,’ she said practically. 
‘One or other of us would get shifted. It would probably be me.’ 

He said, ‘I’m sorry, Gervase. I didn’t think of that.’ 

There was a pause, and then he said, ‘I don’t think I object so 
much to dodging behind hedges to kid the people on the station, so 
long as it’s all right between ourselves. But I’m not going to kid you 
any more, Gervase. I think you're a lovely girl, and I think when we 
know each other a bit better we’ll want to get married.’ He glanced 
at her. ‘I don’t want there to be any misunderstanding about that.’ 

She said, ‘There couldn’t be now, Peter. You’ve said it about six 
different ways already.’ 

He blew a cloud of smoke. ‘I’m pretty eloquent when I get going,’ 
he said. There was a pause, and then he added, ‘Mind if I ask a ques- 
tion ?’ 

She shook her head, wondering what was coming now. 

‘You haven’t got a boy friend tucked away anywhere, have you?’ 
he asked. ‘Somebody you knew at your last station?’ 

She thought rapidly of simulating an impassioned separation, and 
abandoned the idea as too difficult to improvise. ‘There’s nobody like 
that,’ she said. 

Marshall said, ‘I didn’t think there was. And I might have known 
I’d get a straight answer.’ He glanced at her and met her eyes, 
smiling. ‘You really are a wizard girl,’ he said. ‘I’m doing this all 
wrong. I ought to be holding you clutched to my manly bosom, 
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whispering hot words of love into your shell-like ear.’ 

She said nervously, ‘You promised to cut out the rough stuff if I 
stayed.’ 

He glanced at her. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said gently. ‘I know when I’m 
not wanted.’ 

The sun shone down upon them sitting one at each end of the stile, 
and a little wind of March blew across the plough behind them, fresh 
and stimulating. Gervase sat mustering her thoughts, trying to think 
of ways to say the things she had to say without hurting him too 
much. 

‘You’re not wanted,’ she said quietly. ‘Not in the way you mean.’ 
She glanced at him, sitting staring at the dead leaves on the ground 
before him, smoking quietly. ‘I don’t want to be beastly to you, 
saying that. You’ve been very nice to me, Peter. You’ve done me a 
great honour, saying you wanted to marry me. But I couldn’t marry 
you just because of that.’ 

He said, ‘I wouldn’t want you to. But there’s more to it than that. 
I think you like me a bit, too.’ 

‘I do like you,’ she said. ‘I like coming out with you. But I don’t 
want to marry you. I don’t want to marry anybody, not for six or 
seven years.’ 

‘Why not?’ he asked. 

She said desperately, “That’s not what we’re here for. When I 
joined the W.A.A.F.s I didn’t do it to get married. When I was trained 
in Signals, it was because they expected me to do some work in the 
R.A.F. It was a sort of bargain, and | do the best I can. It’s not such 
important work as yours, but it’s the best I can do. I couldn’t give 
it up as soon as I'd started, just for a personal reason. I'd feel awfully 
mean if I did that.’ 

There was a pause. Marshall said nothing, because he could not 
think of anything to say except that he loved her, and that seemed 
hardly relevant to what she said about her work. And presently 
Gervase went on: 

‘I don’t think I’m in love with you, Peter.’ She glanced at him, 
and glanced down again, troubled, and she said, ‘I’m sorry, but I’m 
not going to pretend. I like you awfully, and we do get on together, 
but that’s different to being in love.’ 

‘Quite sure?’ he asked. 

She nodded. ‘I think I can tell you. People who fall in love and 
want to get married always think that matters more than anything 
else — they all do. And I suppose it does, if you’re in love. I don’t feel 
in the least like that. I think my job here matters more than getting 
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married, or not getting married.’ 

‘I see,’ he said quietly. 

She knew that she had hurt him, and the knowledge hurt her in 
turn. ‘We've both got jobs to do,’ she said. ‘We're on an operational 
station, Peter, after all. And there hasn’t been much wrong with the 
R/T, or the W/T either, has there?’ 

He shook his head. 

She said, ‘That matters frightfully to me. Much more than any- 
thing personal.’ 

Marshall said slowly, ‘Suppose that when we knew each other 
better we did decide we wanted to get married. You might still go 
on in the W.A.A.F.s while the war is on.’ 

She shook her head. ‘If ever I did want to marry, I’d want to do 
it properly, not half and half. We wouldn’t be able to be on the same 
station, probably. I don’t think there’d be much point in getting 
married if we couldn’t be together.’ She paused, and added cautiously, 
‘Even if we wanted to.’ 

There was a long silence between them. Presently she said, “Look 
at it the other way round — suppose it was you instead of me. Sup- 
pose you went to Wing-Commander Dobbie and said you were going 
to stop flying and leave the R.A.F. because you were in love.’ 

He glanced up at her, grinning. ‘That's all different.’ 

‘It’s not different at all,’ she retorted. ‘The only difference is that 
you can’t do it and I can, if I care to go the whole hog. But that 
doesn’t change the fact that we’ve both got jobs to do.’ 

‘That’s how you feel about it — honestly, Gervase?’ 

She met his eyes. ‘Honestly, Peter — that’s how I feel. That’s why 
I know I’m not in love with you.’ 

He said heavily, ‘Well, that just about puts the lid on it.’ 

She looked despairingly out over the glade. There was a chaffinch 
on a bush not far from them; she would have liked to have pointed 
it out to him and shared it with him, but it didn’t seem to be quite 
the right time for that. With a sad heart she got down from the stile; 
it was time, she felt, to wind this up. 

‘lm sorry, Peter,’ she said quietly. ‘Perhaps we'd better not come 
out again together, for a bit.’ 

He cocked an eye at her. ‘Just what do you mean by “for a bit” ?’ 
he asked. 

She searched her mind for words to express what she did mean. 
‘I mean, until you can forget about what you've just told me,’ she 
said at last. 

He stared at her. ‘Are you trying to say that you'd like to be a 
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sister to me?’ he enquired. ‘Because that’s crackers.’ He hesitated, © 
and then said more gently, ‘I think that’d be like trying to put back 
the clock.’ 

‘If you feel like that about it,’ she said, ‘then we’d better not meet 
at all.’ 

He nodded. ‘That’s how I do feel about it,’ he said. ‘I shan’t change 
my mind. If we can’t meet on the basis that I — I’m in love with you, 
then | think we’d better not meet at all.’ 

She turned to him. ‘I’m sorry about this,’ she said. ‘Frightfully 
sorry. I have enjoyed going out with you.’ And then, feeling that the 
courtesies were complete, she turned away awkwardly, saying, ‘I 
really must go now.’ 

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Find your way back all right?’ 

She said, ‘Oh yes — thanks.’ He watched her to the turning of the 
path, till she disappeared from view. ‘ 

For half an hour he sat there mooning, staring at the black, sinister 
pool, trying to recover his nerve before going back to the station. 
Presently he lit a cigarette with fingers that shook a little and began 
to take down the little rod that he had been so proud of; there was 
no joy in it now. After a time he followed down the path to where 
his bicycle was lying in the bushes, and rode slowly back towards 
the station. 

Gervase rode back ahead of him, her mind a blank. She felt tired © 
and exhausted, as she felt when she stayed up all night upon an 
operation. She could not summon up the energy to think of what 
had happened; she only wanted to get home to her quarters, and 
rest. “= 

She felt better when she was sitting in a chair before the fire in the 
W.A.A.F. officers’ sitting-room, sipping a cup of tea. She smoked a 
cigarette, sitting very quiet and recovering from the strain; she was 
rather moved and rather sorry for herself, but confident that she had 
done the right thing. Presently she stirred and stubbed out her 
cigarette, and reached out for her novel, and began to read. 

It was all about Love; she had thought it good when she had been 
reading it in bed the previous night, but now it seemed to her to be 
a rotten book. She put it away with distaste, and got up and went 
over to the bookcase for another. She ran her eye over the titles. Most 
of them seemed to be about Love in one form or another; the rest 
were detective stories and books about Hitler. She picked an intricate 
and badly-written story about Scotland Yard, lost the thread of the 
tale in the first three pages, and spent a dull and restless evening over 
it, smoking a great number of cigarettes. She went to bed with a 
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dry mouth and a worried mind, and slept accordingly. 

Marshall spent a troubled evening in the mess and went to bed 
early to lie awake most of the night. It seemed to him that he had 
been a most almighty fool to raise the point of marriage with 
Gervase so soon, however certain he might be in his own mind; a 
quarter of an hour later he was thinking that he had done right to 
tell her plainly what he thought, that it was better to end it quick 
and face the pain, if they had no future together. Again, he was 
chivalrously and desperately sorry that he had caused her trouble 
and worry; in turn he was incredulous that there should be no future 
for them when they got on so well together. 

He fell asleep at about three in the morning and woke, heavy and 
dull, at seven. The short sleep had rested his mind; he now felt that 
it was better for them to be quite apart. It seemed to him that the 
right line was to see nothing of her for the next six months; if then 
they met again she would know, at any rate, that there was some- 
thing solid that she could depend upon in his regard. 

In this decision he was probably correct; the difficulty was that it 
was quite impractical. He met her immediately after breakfast as she 
went from her quarters to the Signals office, as he went to the Link 
trainer hut; it was genuinely fortuitous, and it was impossible to 
pass her without smiling and saying ‘Good morning’. He went on 
troubled and depressed, and put up an unusually poor performance 
on the Link trainer. He met her again at lunch and sat opposite her, 
talking absently to Lines, watching her eat roast beef and cabbage 
and plum tart. He saw her again in the ante-room taking coffee, and 
again at tea time, reading the IJlustrated London News. In the cir- 
cumstances of their life upon the station it was inevitable that they 
should meet the whole day through; it was not at their option never 
to meet again. 

In the next thirteen days he met her sixty-one times. He counted 
them. 

In that thirteen days they did no operation. They did several long 
training flights at night and spent a large proportion of each day 
upon their various trainers and firing teachers. The machines were 
overhauled, a few engines were changed, and some of the crews were 
re-formed. Flight-Lieutenant Johnson got rid of Pilot Officer Drum- 
mond, who was given a new Wellington, C for Charlie, and a new 
crew of his own. 

‘He’s all right, sir,’ Johnson told the Wing-Commander. ‘A bit too 
conscientious, if you know what I mean. But he’ll be all right.’ 

Dobbie visualized the keen eagerness of the young man. ‘I’ll give 


501 


him Sergeant Entwhistle as navigator,’ he said. ‘He’s very steady. 
And Murdoch as rear-gunner.’ 

Johnson said, ‘I don’t know Murdoch.’ 

‘Chap with a face like a burglar — came in with the last lot from 
the pool. A regular Commando type. He ought to be good.’ 

Johnson went away and found Drummond sitting in his bedroom, 
graph paper and pencil before him, working at a book of Weems’ 
upon celestial navigation. He told him about his crew. “You erks get 
all the lucky breaks,’ he said. ‘Entwhistle’s done about twenty raids; 
he knows the routine backwards. And Winco’s picked the toughest 
rear-gunner on the station for you. God, I wish I’d had a crowd like 
that for my first crew. We none of us knew arse from elbow when 
they pushed me off. Talk about going to sea in a sieve!’ 

He went off and played a round of very bad golf, confident that 
his apprentice was well launched upon his independence. 

In R for Robert things were not so satisfactory. Corporal Lees, the 
wireless operator, had been taken roach fishing by Gunnar Franck 
and Phillips, and to their delight had proved himself an apt pupil, 
keen and interested, and naturally skilful. On his first day he had 
caught a roach with Sergeant Phillips’ rod, and on the next day he 
had caught another with Gunnar Franck’s. He had then gone off to 
Oxford and bought himself a new roach pole, and reel, and line, and 
floats, and tackle for the three remaining days of the coarse fishing 
season. 

The period after March 16th was irritating and troublesome for 
them. Fishing gear was taken down and packed away for three 
months, and they had nothing much to do with their spare time, 
which was considerable. Leech was a footballer, and that season was 
also at an end; he hung about the canteen bored and idle, and finally 
commenced a slap and tickle intrigue with one of the station cooks. 
Sergeant Phillips took to lying on his bed for most of his leisure time 
and reading thrillers; the balance he devoted to L.A.W. Elsie Smeed. 
There was little to do, in fact, at Hartley at that time of year except 
to play cards and make love. Gunnar Franck did neither, but took 
to going for long walks through the country lanes, browned off and 
thinking of Denmark and his lost life as a medical student. 

Gervase met him one evening, travelling back from Oxford in the 
bus. The bus was nearly full; in the half-light she saw a seat by him 
and sat down in it. She liked Gunnar Franck; she liked him because 
he had lent her his rifle to shoot a pigeon with, and because he was 
a Dane and had given up his life’s career to escape to all the hazards 
of the R.A.F., and because by doing so he had become a lonely man. 
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_ She smiled at him and said, ‘Good evening. Have you been to the 


pictures?’ 
He said, ‘I have been to the Regal, to see the movie with Bette 


_ Davis. Always I like a Bette Davis picture. To me a Bette Davis is 


good, overordentligt.’ 

Gervase said, ‘I like her, too.’ They talked of films and film actresses 
while the bus got under way and rumbled out into the darkness of 
the country roads, dim lit and crowded with R.A.F. and American 
soldiers. Presently she said, ‘Do you still go fishing?’ 

He shook his head. ‘It is now the season when they breed the little 
fish. It is not allowed to fish now, till the middle of June.’ 

She said, ‘That must be rather a blow-—you're all fishermen in 


Robert, aren’t you? What do you do instead?’ 


He was silent for a minute, long enough for her to look at him 
curiously. Then he said, ‘It is ver’ dull. I think I would like to go 
away now, to another station.’ 

She exclaimed, ‘But I thought you were so happy here!’ 

He said bitterly, ‘I think now perhaps it is time I have a change.’ 

‘But why, Gunnar? Has anything happened?’ 

She was an officer and he was a sergeant, but she was a girl, and 
friendly, and very young. It was nearly dark in the bus. He said, ‘The 
Captain, he has been difficult to please. It must be ver’ difficult for an 
Englishman to have in the crew a foreigner. I think perhaps it is 
better that I ask if I may go to another station.’ 

She said, ‘But Gunnar, Flight-Lieutenant Marshall thinks the world 
of you. I know he does. You mustn’t think of anything like that. 
What’s the trouble?’ 

There was a pause, and then he said in a low tone so that she had 
to bend her head to catch his words, ‘He say I cross my sevens so he 


cannot read the numbers that I write, and I must write in English 


if I want to stay with him.’ 

She said, ‘Cross your sevens?’ 

‘Jo. Always in Denmark when we write the number seven we 
make a line across the tail, but in England you do not do that. And 
now he says that I must write in English.’ 

She said, ‘But that’s silly! It doesn’t matter a bit, does it, if you 
write a seven like that?’ 

‘Nine months we have been together,’ said the big young man a 
little sadly, ‘and over forty ops. And now he is angry because I write 
my sevens as we do at home.’ 

A lump of apprehension rose in the girl’s throat, and she said, ‘I 


_ thought you all got on so well together. Is this something new?’ 
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Gunnar said, ‘It is the last week only. Always before he has been 
sympathetic; we were all very happy together. Now for a week every- 
thing has been wrong, and he finds fault with all that we do, and it 
is trouble all the time. It is not only me; it is Sergeant Phillips and 
Corporal Leech. They are quite fed up with him.’ 

The girl said, ‘I am sorry.’ She relapsed into silence, worried over 
what she had unearthed. This was another side of Marshall that she 
had not seen before, this apparently unreasonable irritation with 
his crew. From what she had heard she felt that he had been unfair 
to them; certainly Gunnar Franck considered that he had been hardly 
used. She felt that Flight-Lieutenant Marshall deserved a reprimand 
and she felt that she would have liked to give it to him herself, and 
‘that she could do so in a way that would improve matters. She felt, 
sincerely, that it was a very great pity that they were not upon 
speaking terms; she would have liked to tell Peter Marshall just 
where he got off. x 

It was perfectly true that Marshall was bad-tempered. He was 
sleeping very badly; that is to say, no more than six hours in each 
night which seemed to him to be fantastically little. Most of the rest 
of the time he spent in bed he spent in self-deprecation, thinking what 
an almighty fool he had made of himself with Gervase. He felt that he 
had made himself ridiculous; each time they met he felt that she must 
be smiling inwardly at the memory of their last meeting in the wood, 
and he didn’t blame her. This happened to him three or four times 
every day. The recurring humiliation mingled strangely with his 
admiration, which was quite unchanged. He still noted every move- 
ment that she made, each characteristic gesture, each light in her 
hair. 

If you take a large, hungry dog and tie it up, and feed it very little, 
and tease it with large lumps of meat just out of reach, it will soon 
become very bad-tempered indeed. It will snap not only at you but 
at everybody else. You can make it good-tempered by giving it the 
meat, or you can make it good-tempered by taking away the tempta- 
tion altogether, when the dog will adjust to its meagre diet. While 
you continue teasing it with the unattainable it will remain restless 
and bad-tempered. Scientists prove this sort of thing by practical 
experiment, and they say science is wonderful. 

Sergeant Phillips was no scientist, but merely an observer of 
phenomena. He told Elsie Smeed about it in the darkness of the 
country lanes as he walked her back from the pictures, his arm 
comfortably about her waist. ‘Fed up, I am,’ he said. ‘Real nasty 
he’s been lately.’ 
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‘Why, whatever about?’ she asked. 

He said, ‘We got a target, what we line the guns on after firing, see? 
This is what he said yesterday, an’ I don’t care to be spoken to like 
that. Great big white board.’ 

‘I see them using it,’ she said. ‘Big white board on legs with spots 
on it, what they put up behind the aeroplane.’ 

‘That’s right,’ he said. “You put the sight on the one in the middle 
and lines the barrels up on the other four, ’n there you are, see? 
Well, that’s the way they tell you to do it, but that’s for two 
hundred yards, ’n I like two of them to be splayed a little bit more 
for three hundred and two of them, the bottom two, pulled in a bit 
so’s they’re right for hundred and twenty, hundred and fifty, see?’ 

‘I see,’ the girl said. She didn’t see at all, but it was all very dull 
and didn’t seem to matter anyway. ‘What happened?’ 

‘Well, I got them nicely fixed, ’n he comes down the fuselage and 
says he wants to see. So I gets out of the turret ’n he gets in, and then 
he says I’m not lined up. Well, I was lined up, but not the way it 
was on the target. So then he didn’t half start carrying on.’ 

‘You don’t say!’ 

‘Real nasty, he was,’ said the sergeant. ‘Said if I didn’t want to 
obey orders ’n do it like it was on the target he’d chuck me out of 
the crew and get another gunner what'd do as he was told. I said it 
was the way I had them when I got the night-fighter over Rostock, 
an’ he asked if I had them like that when we got shot up at Hamburg, 
’n I had to say it was. Then he got sort of sarcastic, so I told him 
the Armament officer said I could have them my way if I wanted.’ 

‘What did he say to that?’ 

‘Said I could go and fly with the Armament officer on the firing 
teacher, if I wanted to. It wasn’t so much what he said as the way he 
said it, if you take me.’ 

She breathed sympathetically, ‘Oh I say! What happened in the 
end?’ 

‘We got them fixed like on the target,’ the sergeant said. ‘He come 
and checked them over again after | finished, as if he didn’t trust 
me not to do it my way after all.’ He sounded hurt and aggrieved. 
‘So that’s the way we got em now.’ 

There was a short silence. ‘I don’t like em that way,’ he said un- 
easily. ‘I don’t think it’s as good as the way I had them. It only gives 
you one chance, like.’ 

‘I'd like to give him a piece of my mind,’ the girl said decidedly. 
‘What’s it got to do with ‘im anyway? He ain’t the one that’s 
shooting.’ 
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‘He’s the Cap,’ said Sergeant Phillips justly, ‘and what he says 
goes, if you take me. But he’s quite changed lately. What | mean is, 
we was all matey together up to not so long ago, but now it’s as if 
he was the officer and everybody else was so much dirt.’ 

‘What’s happened, then, to make him go like that?’ 

‘J dunno,’ said the sergeant. ‘I can’t make it out.’ 
__L.A.W. Smeed had a simple, elemental mind. To her, and at her 
age, there was only one explanation for the unusual. ‘Maybe he’s in 
love,’ she said. 

Sergeant Phillips considered this for a moment. Everybody at 
Hartley aerodrome was deeply interested in Love, except perhaps 
the Adjutant and Flight Officer Stevens, and one or two others more 
than twenty-five years old. For the majority of the Wing, Love was 
as essential a commodity as petrol, and much more interesting. 

‘With that Section officer of yours?’ he said. ‘The one you asked 
her name?’ 

‘Might be,’ the girl said. ‘I haven’t seen them about together though, 
have you?’ 3 

‘No,’ said the sergeant thoughtfully. ‘It could be that, though. He 
wanted to know her name all right.’ 

‘She’s been sort of pale and quiet the last day or two,’ the girl 
said hopefully. ‘Think she shot him down?’ 

‘If she did,’ he said, ‘he’s got no call to take it out on us.’ 

In the darkness outside the gate into the station they exchanged 
expressions of mutual esteem, then broke away and walked in separ- 
ately past the guard. There was a prejudice at Hartley against walk- 
ing past the guard arm-in-arm, even when returning from the pictures. 

It was true enough that Gervase was not quite herself. Like 
Marshall, she had not foreseen that the clean break they had arranged 
would be impractical. She saw him every day in the mess, and she 
was troubled to observe that he seemed moody and depressed. Pre- 
viously, in her experience, Marshall had been the fount of new amuse- 
ments; he had always seemed to have some new diversion for the 
ante-room, catching a fish or chasing a badger or shooting pigeons. 
It troubled her to see him sitting bored and listless with a newspaper. 

It troubled her still more that he was watching her so closely. She 
was not angry with him; he was quite nice and unobtrusive over it, 
but whenever they were in the room together she knew that his 
eyes were on her. It made her feel as if all that they had settled in 
the wood was nugatory and worthless; nothing was changed between 
them, after all. She thought that by the line that she had taken she 
had extinguished the fire; it was now clear to her that she had merely 
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_ smothered it, that it was still as much alive as ever, secretly. She felt 


as if she was sitting on a volcano, and it worried her. 

She took to spending longer hours than usual upon her work, stay- 
ing on after duty in the signals office. She did this partly from an 
instinct to avoid the ante-room so far as possible, partly for the 
diversion for her own mind that her work could give, and partly 
from a sense of duty. There were indications, clear to all the station, 
that their spell off operations was coming to an end; she was con- 
cerned that when raids started up again her operators should be all 
on the top line, that there should be no inefficiency in the radio 
service if a girl went sick and a reserve girl had to be pulled in. She 
sat on in her office after tea each evening thinking out contingencies, 
planning for troubles and emergencies that might arise. 

She was sitting so one evening at the end of the slack period. It 
had been announced on the Tannoy at tea-time that there would be 
no leave off the station until further notice; this meant, in effect, a 
warning for an operation the next night. She was sitting conning over 


_ the last details of her organization for the tenth time when there was 


a knock upon the office door. She raised her head, and said, ‘Come in.’ 

The door opened, and a very young Pilot Officer came into the 
room. She had seen him in the mess for some time, but did not know 
his name; he was small, and rather pale-faced, and bright-eyed. She 
said, ‘Good evening,’ and sat looking up at him. 

He said a little nervously, ‘I say -my name is Drummond. There 
are one or two things I want to know, and Flight-Lieutenant Marshall 
said I’d better come to you. Could you spare a few minutes?’ 

She said, ‘Of course. Shift those papers off that chair and bring it 
over.’ She shoved a packet of cigarettes lying on the desk towards 
him. ‘Will you smoke?’ 

He said, ‘Oh thanks awfully,’ and fumbled in his pocket. “Won’t 
you have one of mine?’ 

To put him at his ease she took it, and he lit it for her. “What's 
your machine?’ she asked. 

He said, ‘Red C. C for Charlie.’ 

For a moment she was unreasonably disturbed. She had had a 
very bad half-hour with the last C for Charlie, and she did not care 
for the association. New machines had to have a letter, and it was 
impossible to keep vacant the identification letters of the lost 
machines. To fill in time she wrote down, ‘Drummond -—C’ upon 
the pad before her. 

She said, ‘What can I do?’ . 

He looked at her confidingly. ‘Just one or two things about the 
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stations and the frequencies. You see,’ he said, ‘it’s the first time I’ve 
been allowed to go alone.’ 

She started giving him the information that he asked for. At the 
end of ten minutes she began to realize with some misgiving that he 
wanted to memorize all the information that his wireless operator 
would carry with him on a card of reference in the machine. 

She said, ‘You can’t possibly remember all you’ve written down. 
In any case, your operator will have it - Corporal Macaulay.’ 

The boy said, ‘Yes, but if he got hit or something there’d be 
nobody.’ 

Gervase said, ‘But then you'd just take a look at his card. It should 
be in his satchel.’ 

He said, ‘Well — yes, but I’d rather memorize the more important 
ones. You see, the satchel might get lost, or something.’ 

It was in her mind to tell him that if the operator were wounded 
and the satchel lost, the odds were that the set would be unservice- 
able anyway. She did not say that. She had learned that pilots were 
to be humoured; it was not for the ground staff to say how the air 
crews should do their work. She went on with him and gave him all 
the information that he asked for; it took them another quarter of an 
hour. By that time he had lost his diffidence and was talking with 
her freely. 

She said presently, ‘Have they given you a good crew?’ 

He said, ‘Oh yes—they’re splendid chaps. Sergeant Entwhistle’s 
done over twenty ops, and Sergeant Murdoch is awfully tough. He 
boxes; he’s a welter weight, from Birmingham.’ He glanced at her, 
troubled. ‘I’m frightfully anxious not to let them down,’ he said. And 
then, because she was a girl, and kind, he added, ‘They’re bound to 
be watching to see if I know my stuff.’ 

She said, ‘You know your stuff all right. You’ll probably find that 
they don’t know theirs as well as you do.’ 

He said, troubled, “‘They’re so much more experienced than I am. 
If I forgot anything or did anything wrong they’d know at once.’ 

The girl said, “You won’t do that.’ 

He smiled at her shyly, ‘Not on the wireless, with all the help 
you've given me.’ He got up to go. ‘It’s been frightfully nice of you 
to give me so much time.’ 

She was two years older than he was, being twenty-one; she felt 
almost motherly to him. ‘If there’s anything you want to-morrow,’ 
she said, ‘come along again. I’ll be in and out of here all morning. 
But I’m sure you'll find that it'll be all right.’ 

He said, ‘Of course it will. It’s just a bit worrying, that’s all.’ He 
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- turned to her. ‘Flight-Lieutenant Johnson told me that when he was 


pushed off alone he had a completely raw crew, as new to it as he 
was.’ 

Gervase said, ‘I suppose they did that sort of thing in those days - 
they had to. But it’s much safer to have an experienced crew like 
you've got.’ 

He said uneasily, ‘I hope to God I don’t make a fool of myself.’ 

She smiled at him. “You won’t do that.’ 

He went away, and she sat on at her table, worrying. She knew 
Sergeant Entwhistle slightly, the navigator of C for Charlie. He was 
a young man with a superior smile and an upper lip that curled a 
little, very conscious of the prestige that his experience had given 
him. Abruptly she thought, how much happier Drummond would 
have been with a completely raw young man as navigator, whose 
mistakes he could have checked with his abundant energy. But that, 
she reflected, was absurd. It would never do to send out aircraft with 
completely raw crews. That might have been all right in Pat Johnson’s 
time, but not now. 

She did not see Pilot Officer Drummond again. The operation the 
next night was against Bremen; all the machines that could be 
mustered from the station took off for it between eight and eight- 
thirty. Gervase was on duty at the control office. By ten-thirty the 
first ‘Mission Completed’ signals were coming in; she marked them 
on the big blackboard in chalk, covering half of one wall. L for 
London, R for Robert, Q for Queenie... . 

By eleven all the machines were accounted for in her neat writing 
on the board, except O for Orange and C for Charlie. With a sick 
heart she sat there at the little desk beside the blackboard, waiting; 
from time to time she went through to the telephone and R/T room 
next door. There was nothing she could do to assist the crews; she 
must wait till the machines began to arrive back again, when she 
would hear them overhead and they would begin talking on the R/T 
if they were in difficulty. Orange and Charlie might quite well be 
with them, their radio sets damaged and unserviceable. 

At a quarter to one the roaring of the first aircraft was heard 
faintly in the distance; the control officer and his flight sergeant went 
out on the balcony with the Aldis lamp, and the operation of land- 


_ ing the machines began. In a few minutes the flight sergeant put his 


head in at the door. ‘O for Orange signalling for permission to land.’ 
That was one of them, at any rate. Gervase marked it with a tick 
in chalk upon the blackboard; there was now only C for Charlie 


| unaccounted for. 
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With a sick heart she began the long routine of searching the aero- — 


a 
¥ 


dromes all over England for a missing aircraft. She very soon dis- — 


covered P for Percy at an aerodrome in Essex, and later in the night 


she found that M for Mother had been wrecked in a field near Dover, — 


the crew having baled out of the disabled aircraft as soon as they 
were over land. She found no sign of C for Charlie. At four in the 
morning, two hours after all fuel must have been exhausted, she 
handed over to a flight sergeant and went back to her quarters, ex- 
hausted, white, and hurt. 

She took three aspirins to assist sleep, but for a long time she lay — 


awake, sweating and distressed. When at last she did fall asleep, she — 


had a terrible dream. 

She dreamed that Flight Officer Stevens had gone away on leave, 
and Section Officer Ford had gone sick, and she was left as the senior 
W.A.A.F. officer in the camp. She was in her office, and the telephone - 
rang. She picked it up to answer it and it was Chesterton, the 
Squadron Leader (Admin.). He said, ‘Oh Miss Robertson. We’ve got 
two more officers coming in this afternoon. Will you please get 
Flight-Lieutenant Marshall’s room cleared and have his things packed 
up to be sent to his home? I’m afraid he won’t be coming back.’ And 
she had said, ‘Very good, sir.’ 

She had gone out of the office and walked slowly to the officer’s 
block; she did not want to go; it was as if some power were pushing 
her from behind. When she arrived before the cheap, painted door 
of his room she paused; she did not want to go in, but she had to, 
and presently she opened the door. 

The room was neat and bright and sunny; the bed was turned 
down and a pair of blue pyjamas laid out on it invitingly, but it 
had not been slept in. In a corner of the room she saw the long green 
bag that held the little spinning-rod that he had taught her to use, 
and on the dressing-table she saw the little multiplying-reel that 
went with it. And in her mind she said in agony, ‘Oh please, I can’t 
do this. Somebody else must do it for me,’ and behind her someone 
said, ‘But you must. This is the job you've got to do.’ 

So she went forward into the room, and to the little bare table that 
served both as dressing-table and as writing-table, and she opened 
the little drawer beneath it, and took out what first came to her 
hand. It was a blotting-pad, and in among the doodles her own name 
was written, ‘Gervase Laura Robertson’. She put it down quickly, 
her eyes full of tears, and the next thing that she took out was a 
snapshot photograph of herself standing at the door of the R/T 
office talking to her flight sergeant, the photograph taken furtively 
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from the window of the control office. And she said, weeping, ‘Please, 

I can’t go through with this. Somebody else must do it.’ But behind 

_ her someone said, ‘It would be a waste of manpower for a man to do 
a simple little job like this.’ 

She put down the photograph, and the next thing she picked out 
was a lock of hair, and it was her hair. And the next thing was six 
inches of shoulder-strap ribbon —her shoulder-strap ribbon — and 
she said sadly, ‘I never gave him that.’ And the next thing was a 

letter, sealed, and on the envelope was written her own name, 
‘S/O G. L. Robertson’. 

And while she stood irresolute, fearing to open the letter, there 
was a knock at the door, and she said, ‘Come in.’ And the door 
opened, and Beatrice the batwoman came into the room with a 
large cup of tea in her hand. And she said, ‘Oh, beg pardon, ma’am. 
I just brought Flight-Lieutenant Marshall his cup of tea.’ 

Then she woke up, and she was in bed, trembling and shaken, and 
her pillow was wet with tears. She did not sleep again that night. 

She met Flight Officer Stevens at breakfast next morning. She had 
no appetite for sausages, but she poured herself out a strong cup of 
coffee, and asked: 

‘Has anything come in yet about Charlie?’ 

The older woman said, ‘No. Nobody appears to know anything 
about it.’ 

The girl said bitterly, “Well, I do. I know something about it.’ 

The flight officer looked up at her. ‘What’s that?’ 

Gervase said, ‘The captain came to see me yesterday — Pilot Officer 
Drummond. He wanted to know the stations we should be working. 
He didn’t like his crew.’ 

Mrs Stevens said sharply, ‘Were they quarrelling?’ 

Gervase thought for a moment. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t think they 
were quarrelling. But they weren’t together as a team. I think he was 
a bit afraid of them. He felt that they were watching him to see if 
he made a mistake.’ 

The flight officer said, “Well, they would be. That’s only natural 

_ for a crew when they get a new captain.’ 

The girl was silent, sipping at her coffee. Mrs Stevens glanced at 
her, and said, ‘Was he very worried?’ 

_ Gervase said in a low tone, ‘I think he was.’ 

There was a long pause; the flight officer helped herself to toast 
| and marmalade. “‘There’s nothing to be done about a pilot’s worry 
| when he goes out as a captain for the first time,’ she said. “That’s 
_ one of the things that we can’t help them in. If you ever hear of a 
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crew quarrelling amongst themselves, let me know, quietly, and 
I'll havea word with Wing-Commander Dobbie. But nervousness the 
first time is inevitable.’ : 

Gervase said doubtfully, ‘I suppose it is.’ 

They said no more; she ate nothing, but drank two cups of coffee 
and smoked three cigarettes; presently she left the room and went 
over to her office at Headquarters. There was no news at all of C 
for Charlie; she felt that bad news would have been easier than 
suspense. She moved through her routine work all day, anxious and 
troubled. It was true that Drummond had not quarrelled with his 
crew, but she was not so sure of Marshall. When she had talked to 
Gunnar Franck he had been very sore indeed, very much hurt and 
upset at his captain’s attitude. She wondered unhappily if she ought 
to do something about R for Robert; if so, what could she do? 

Her reason told her that she had much better do nothing. A team 
that had done so many sorties together was not likely to disintegrate 
because one member of it had become irritable; that was absurd. 
Irritation with each other was not quarrelling; in R for Robert no- 
body wanted to murder anybody else. There was minor friction in 
that crew, but that was not a matter that could go before the wing 
commander. 

Gervase pulled herself together, remembering that she had slept 
very little during the night, and that she had suffered a nightmare 
in the short time that she was asleep. In the late afternoon she got 
upon her bicycle and rode out of the camp, and rode steadily through 
the country lanes till dusk, covering about fifteen miles and return- 
ing to the camp tired out with exercise and lack of sleep and nervous 
strain. There was no news of C for Charlie; nobody knew what had 
become of that machine at all. With a sad heart Gervase ate an early 
supper and went to bed immediately; she slept heavily the whole 
night through. 

The weather remained good. In spite of the loss of two machines 
in the Bremen operation the wing was at good strength after it’s fort- 
night’s rest. Next day the station was closed again and the crews 
made their final preparations for another operation; when the brief- 
ing came it turned out that it was to be Mannheim. 

Marshall had been to Mannheim twice before; he knew the appear- 
ance of the city from the air, and the landmarks in the immediate 
neighbourhood. He listened to the briefing idly, with only half his 
mind upon the job, staring at the familiar air photographs in absent 
meditation, making a desultory note or two about objectives. He 
was feeling stale and tired and fed-up with the whole business. For 
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many nights now he had slept badly; with the close of the fishing 
season all the savour had gone out of life at Hartley Magna. He had 
reached the settled opinion that he had failed with Gervase because 
he was himself an unattractive fool, and this mood of self-depreca- 
tion, like an infection, was spreading into his work. He knew that 
his crew had become annoyed with him; it was only natural, he 
felt, for an air crew to become annoyed with an inefficient captain. 
In recent weeks, he felt, all the zest had gone out of the work; flying 
and operations now were just another duty to be gone through some- 
how or other before he could return and see Gervase eating buttered 
toast in the ante-room, and suffer again. 

Gunnar Franck sat beside him. He also had seen Mannheim several 
times before, but he was not in love. He sat with his attention con- 
centrated on the briefing; it was in the back of his mind that since 
Marshall was obviously not himself, much more might devolve upon 
the navigator than usual. In plain words, if the pilot were in a day- 
dream all the time, the navigator would have to push him through 
his work in the interests of their common safety. Gunnar Franck 
was quite prepared to do this and was concentrating hard upon the 
briefing with that in his mind, but he was resentful that it should 
be necessary. 

The crews dispersed after the briefing, to take off in a couple of 
hours time. Marshall went back to the mess for a light meal; he felt 
tired and depressed. He sat next to Pat Johnson, who said, ‘Take you 
on at golf to-morrow if it’s fine. Give you half a stroke a hole.’ 

Marshall said morosely, ‘I can’t play that bloody game.’ 

The conversation lapsed, and they ate on in silence. Half an hour 
later Marshall went down to the crew-room; his party were already 
there, getting into their flying clothing. Listlessly he began to dress; 
boots, scarf, sidcot, harness. With helmet, ’chute, and gloves upon 
his knee he sat down on the bench and waited, silent and irritable. 
Gunnar Franck and Phillips in turn tried him with a casual remark; 
he snapped back at them shortly, and they let him alone. 

The truck came presently and they piled into it, and drove off 
round the ring runway in the darkness, stopping from time to time 
at the dispersed machines to drop the crews. They came to Robert 
and Marshall got out with his crew; the sergeant rigger came forward 
from the darkness to meet them. ‘All ready, sir,’ he said. 

The pilot said sharply, ‘Have you got the windscreen clean this 
time?’ 

The sergeant said resentfully, ‘I had a man doing nothing else but 
polish up the perspex and the windscreen for an hour, sir.’ 
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Marshall turned away. ‘I’ll see if he’s made a job of it.’ 

He climbed up into the nose of the aircraft behind his crew; every- 
thing was clammy and oily to the touch; it stank of lubricating oil — 
and hydraulic fluid. Standing beside his seat he put his ’chute into 
the stowage and laid gloves and helmet on the seat; then he went 
aft down the fuselage to the navigtion and W/T positions and down 
the tail to Phillips near the turret. ‘Keep your eyes open to-night,’ 
he said. ‘There'll be a moon; we're liable to meet a good few fighters.’ 
Phillips knew that quite as well as he did; the remark was unneces- 
sary and in a tiny way insulting, in the light of all their operations 
as a crew. 

Marshall looked over the more secret parts of the equipment, and 
made his way back through the fuselage to the cockpit. He got into 
his seat and pulled his helmet on, and strapped it tight and settled 
it upon his head, and plugged in the intercom. Then, through the 
window at his side he shouted down into the darkness, ‘Sergeant 
Miles. Send up someone with a rag to do this windscreen. The bloody 
thing’s still filthy.’ . 

While that was being cleaned off to his satisfaction he spoke one 
by one to all the members of his crew. ‘Hullo wireless operator. 
Wireless O.K. 2?’ 

‘Wireless O.K., Cap.’ 

‘Oxygen O.K.?’ 

‘Oxygen O.K., sir.’ 

Satisfied with the crew, he glanced at his watch, then shouted 
through his window: 

‘O.K. for starting up?’ 

‘O.K. for starting up, sir.” 

‘Stand clear. Contact starboard engine.’ His hand moved upon 
the switch. 

‘Contact, sir.’ 

The starter groaned and the propeller revolved slowly; then it 
kicked forward as the engine coughed, choked for a moment, and 
began to run. Marshall started the port engine and sat while they 
warmed, setting his trim and making himself comfortable in his 
seat. 

Presently he began upon his routine of running up, testing the 
pitch controls, the magnetos, the petrol cocks, the boost. He tried 
the flaps and set the compas and the gyro. Everything was in order. 
He signed the engine log and handed it to Gunnar, who passed it 
down to the sergeant fitter standing on the steps below the entrance 
hatch. The steps were taken away and Gunnar closed the hatch. 
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Marshall waved the chocks away, and the Wimpey moved off slowly 
round the ring road towards the marshalling point at the end of the 
long runway, marked by small, dim lights. 

The machine before them opened out and trundled down the run- 


_ Way, its tail light a diminishing white speck that wavered up into 


the night. Marshall taxied up and swung round into wind, and said 
down the intercom, ‘Stand by now to take off.’ 

He sat staring over to the control office, thinking of Gervase with 
an aching heart. He knew she was not there; he had informed him- 


_ self that she was on duty at Group W/T that night, three miles 


away at Pilsey. A green light flashed at him; he turned his head and 
pressed the throttles forward, and they moved. The dim lights flicked 
past them on each side in quickening tempo; he eased her off the 
ground as soon as she would take it and climbed slowly up into the 
night laden with three tons of incendiaries for Mannheim. 

He took her up to about nine thousand feet, passing a thin layer 
of cloud between three and four thousand, and put her over to the 
automatic pilot. The cloud below them prevented Gunnar pin-point- 


_ ing their route; he became very busy with his sextant at the astro 
_ hatch, and in computing the position at the navigating table. Marshall 


left his seat after a time and came and checked the course and obser- 
vations with him in the light of the little shaded lamp. 

‘Still making these bloody sevens,’ he said. 

In the dim, roaring confinement of the fuselage Gunnar flushed; 
everything that they said could be heard by the rest of the crew over 
the intercom. ‘It is only for my own work, this. When I pass the 
course to you I make an English seven, always.’ 

The pilot grunted and went back to his seat in the cockpit; though 
they were over England still he did not care to be away too long from 
the controls. Behind him Gunnar Franck worked steadily at the 
navigation; beyond him Leech sat at the wireless reading a paper- 
covered Western, Jeannie of the Golden Gulch. Sergeant Cobbett, 
the flight engineer sent with them for the operation, moved between 
cockpit instruments and the fuel gauges, watching the engines 
through the little windows in the fuselage. In the rear turret Sergeant 
Phillips sat brooding over his guns. 

Phillips did not think very quickly, nor easily adjust his mind; 
rather, he was patient and thorough. Through long meditation he 
had satisfied himself just what a Ju. 88 night fighter would look like 
as it came into range; he had it all set in his imagination, visualized 
in scale against the bars that framed the perspex of his dome. It had, 
in fact, looked just like that when it had come at them from behind 
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over Rostock, and he had held his fire until it looked as he had 
thought it would against the framework of the perspex, and then 
given it the squirt. His tracer had crossed theirs as they fired simul- 
taneously, but he had been luckier than the German pilot. The Ju. 88 
had reared up suddenly behind them, so that its tracer went stream- 
ing above them. For an instant he had had the belly and wing under- 
surface exposed, and had held himself braced at the sight, while the 
whole rear end of the Wimpey shook and quivered with the violence 
of his guns. Then it was out of range and a small point of light 
appeared on it, and he ceased firing and watched tensely, and the 
flame grew quickly as the 88 dropped back behind until it was a 
flaming beacon forty-five degrees below. 

He knew what it would look like, or had known until the change 
in his gun setting. He did not think that it would really need to look ~ 
different, but he was not quite sure. He was not quite sure now 
whether he ought to open fire sooner or later with the new setting; 
if sooner, the enemy would be smaller against the framework of his 
dome, if later it would be larger. He did not really know what 
range he had fired at over Rostock, but he did know very well just 
how the Ju. 88 had looked the instant that he opened fire, and he 
had shot it down. He had been quite happy previously that if he got 
a Ju. 88 to look like that again he would shoot it down again, but 
now his sights were changed and it would be a bit different. He sat 
there brooding and a little uncertain. 

They were still above the cloud when they had run out their 
estimated time of arrival at Dover, but before them it was growing 
thinner and some gaps were visible, as had been foretold at the brief- 
ing. They went on steadily; when they judged that they were over 
sea Marshall ordered guns to be tested. Behind him he heard the 
clamour from the rear-turret, transmitted mostly through the frame- 
work, dulled by the unnoticed roaring of the engines. Ahead of him 
he saw the barrels move as Sergeant Cobbett swung them down 
towards the sea, and saw the quick lines of the tracer going out ahead 
and to the left. They seldom used the front guns in the Wellington. 

They flew on steadily, the cloud getting thinner. Marshall sat 
motionless at the controls, flying upon the automatic pilot, but 
ready to take over at the instant in emergency. He turned his gaze 
mechanically from side to side and up and down, within the solid 
angle of view that his seat permitted. He was in the region now when 
he might meet a night fighter to intercept them on the way, but all 
he saw was other aircraft now and then, Lancasters and Halifaxes 
and Wellingtons, all winging forward on the same course as they. 
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They crossed the Belgian coast; it was clear now and they could 
pin-point their position. A glow on the horizon showed the rising 
moon; presently it would turn into a bright night until the cloud 
behind them rolled up from the west. The glow ahead made things 
more difficult for Marshall; it strained his eyes, contracting the 
pupils as they passed across it, making it difficult to look into the 
secrets of the dark below. 

He yawned once or twice, unusual for him; already he was grow- 
ing tired. The bright light of the moon had a hypnotic influence. The 
steady rhythm of the engines, the fact that he had been sleeping 
badly, the boredom of a flight that he had done so many times before 
and did not want to do again, the long humiliation and unhappiness 
that was always in the background of his mind, all fought against 
his watchfulness. He found himself longing to be back in bed with 
a hot water-bottle, instead of flying on in this black emptiness, facing 
the dazzle of the moon. He was fed up with flying bombers, fed to 
the teeth with Hartley, fed with everything. 

He put his hand into the parachute stowage and found his bag of 
sweets, and began to suck an acid drop. 

They had left the ground at Hartley at eight-seventeen; at ten- 
twelve, in the darkness far ahead of them, Marshall saw a point of 
yellow light, and then another close by it. He nodded absently when 
he saw it; Gunnar had guided them aright, and the Pathfinders had 
done their job; the fires that they had lit would bring the rest of the 
machines on to the target without effort. As he watched a great 
number of searchlights sprang up in a cone above the target, thin 
little pencils of silvery light at that distance, pretty and innocuous. 

He said down the intercom, ‘Captain to navigator. Target right 
ahead, I think. Just have a look.’ 

Gunnar Franck came forward and stood beside him, looking out 
of the windscreen and the starboard window. He nodded, and went 
down to the bomb-aimer’s position and, kneeling on the floor, un- 
covered the sight and began adjusting it. Presently he came back 
and stood by the pilot, watching the target as it grew slowly closer. 

The fires grew brighter, larger as they approached; there were 
more searchlights and they could see flak bursting in the cone. The 
were still flying at nine thousand feet. There were half a doze 
flares suspended in the sky over the doomed city; no need for them 
to drop another for their run. ; 

Marshall said, ‘Captain to crew. I’m going straight in a bit below 
the apex of the cone, and get this damn job over. Height will be 
seven thousand eight hundred. Wireless operator, drop one flare as 
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soon as you hear “Bombs away”; we'll leave it for the next chap. 
Phillips, you know the target. See if you can spot our bursts. Every- 
body O.K.? All right, then let’s go, and then we can get back to bed.’ 

It was not usual for them to fly straight in without a few minutes 
reconnaissance of the situation at the target; Marshall was conscious 
of resentment in the silence of his crew, in the motionless attitude of 
Gunnar Franck beside him. He put out the automatic pilot and took 
over control, throttled a little to lose height. Gunnar got down to 
the bomb-aimer’s position and lay down on his stomach; his legs 
alone were visible to the pilot. Marshall, his eyes fixed on the target, — 
began weaving the machine slowly from side to side. At seven 
thousand eight hundred he levelled off and flew in, weaving steadily. 

Over the intercom Gunnar said, ‘Bomb-aimer to Captain. I see 
where the target should be, I can see the canal and the little dock. 
But the target itself is all smoke. There are three fires and perhaps 
four started there already.’ ‘ 

Marshall said, ‘It doesn’t matter. Put ours in the middle, as nearly 
as you can.’ ; 

‘O.K., Captain. Keep on weaving now, but turn right. More right. 
More. O.K., go in on that, but keep on weaving. There is a minute to 
go still, perhaps a little more.’ 

The searchlights were about them now; the whole machine was 
lit inside with silvery light. Another Wellington passed close above 
them, turning for another run in. Flak was bursting close by a- 
machine about three hundred feet above them; it was dangerously 
hot, but they would soon be through with it. Marshall sat making 
his slow, rhythmic movements with hands and feet, weaving the 
big machine as nearly equally on each side as he could. 

Gunnar said, ‘Steady now, Cap, steady. Left. More left. Steady at 
that. Left a little. Steady. Right a little. Steady. . . .’ 

Beneath their feet there was a jolt and the whole structure of the 
aircraft sprung. ‘Bombs away,’ said Gunnar. 

There was a bright yellow burst just at the port wing tip, and a 
twanging noise from somewhere in the wing; Marshall bore hard 
upon the wheel and thrust his right foot forward, and flung the air- 
craft round. There was another burst above them, and a third on the 
port bow; over the intercom they all heard Sergeant Phillips say 
disgustedly, ‘My muckin’ Christ!’ And then they heard Corporal 
Leech say, “Wireless operator to Captain. All bombs gone, sir.’ 

Marshall said, ‘Get the bomb doors closed up, Sergeant Franck.’ 
The control was by his side, but he was too busy at the wheel to 
spare a hand for it himself. Gunnar stood up by him and pulled the 
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lever over. Another burst came very close to them, but that was the 
last. The white light of the searchlights wavered and grew dim, the 
evolutions of the aircraft grew less violent, and they went forward 
on a south-east course into the friendly darkness. 

Marshall said tersely, ‘Captain to wireless operator. Send “Mission 
completed”.’ And then to Gunnar, ‘I’m going to make a wide sweep 
round towards the north in a few minutes. Take a point fifteen miles 
north-east of the target, and give me a course back from there.’ 

He sat at the controls staring mechanically around into the dark- 
ness and the moon, feeling exhausted and drained of all energy. He 
knew that he had been rash in going straight into the target in that 
way; however, they had got away with it. Now that the strain was 
over a reaction had set in; each movement, almost each thought, 
seemed an effort. So many sleepless nights were making themselves 
felt. 

He began a slow turn to the north. Over the intercom Sergeant 
Phillips said, ‘Rear-gunner to Captain. There’s an aircraft down below 
us, five or six hundred feet below. A bit behind and to port.’ There 
was a pause. ‘Sort of keeping station with us-— Halifax, I think.’ 

Marshall said, ‘All right—keep an eye on it.’ With so many 
machines in the vicinity, a collision in the darkness was a very real 
danger. 

Presently Phillips said, ‘Another aircraft, Cap, a bit above us and 
behind.’ After a moment he said, ‘Fighter, Cap —I think!’ And then, 
‘Start jinking, he’s right on top of us!’ 

Marshall cursed, and flung the machine round to the left; the 
enemy had got them silhouetted against the moon. At the same 
instant he felt the stammer of the rear guns transmitted through the 
structure, and saw bright tracer flying over his port wing from the 
rear forward. Star after star appeared upon the wing with sharp 
cracks; the port engine began to vibrate badly. 

In that split-second of emergency, the rear-gunner was straining 
to keep his tracer on the enemy behind, exchanging stream for 
stream. He had hesitated as it loomed up larger, a black unfamiliar 
shadow through the framework of the perspex, uncertain at what 
range to open fire; that hesitation gave the German pilot the chance 
to get the first shots off. The Wellington was already turning to the 
left, spoiling the aim of the attacker; his cannon fire went into the 
port wing for a second. Phillips was pumping fire at him from the 
four Brownings of the turret by that time, but deliverance came to 
them from the Halifax below. The mid-upper and rear-gunners of 
the Halifax had been vigilant, watching the aircraft above them as 
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they closed; immediately the cannon fire disclosed the Ju. 88 they 
opened up on him., 

A stream of fire from their eight guns came up against the fighter 
from below and to starboard. It was too much for the German pilot; 
he did not seem to be seriously hit, but his fire ceased and he slipped 
away to port and was lost in the darkness. 

All firing ceased. The whole engagement had lasted only for three 
or four seconds. 

R for Robert was now in a bad way. They could not tell from 
within the aircraft how badly the port wing was damaged. Gunnar 
Franck climbed up by Marshall and flashed the torch through the 
side window along the length of the leading edge; there was damage 
and distortion about half-way to the tip, upon the upper surface. 
The D.F. aerial above the fuselage had gone and left a hole where 
it had been; the port engine cowling was badly torn, and Marshall 
had already throttled back to sixteen hundred révs. because of the 
vibration. Gunnar left him, and scrambled down the fuselage to the ~ 
wireless position, where there was a cellon window from which he 
could see the top surface of the wing. He saw great holes in it, with 
tattered, flapping fabric, and a white plume of petrol streaming 
from the trailing edge. 

He plugged in the lead from his helmet hurriedly, and said, ‘Cap, 
there is petrol coming from the tanks on the port wing, a great deal 
of it.’ He heard Marshall say, ‘Cobbett you got that? Get back on to 
the fuel system.’ 

The flight engineer came scrambling back from the front turret 
to the fuel cocks in the fuselage; at all costs they must try to save 
the petrol from the port tanks if they were to get back home with 
anything to spare. Gunnar and Cobbett set to work upon the hand 
pump to back up the engine pumps, and Marshall put the aircraft in 
a sideslip right wing down to help the flow. In ominously short time 
they transferred what fuel was left into the right wing tanks, and 
Gunnar had time to look around. 

In the dim light above the wireless desk he saw Leech crouching 
forward, his face chalk white, holding his left shoulder with his right 
hand; blood had come from somewhere within his Sidcot and was 
trickling over his right wrist. The Dane nudged the flight engineer 
and pointed, and went to the wireless operator. Cobbett said over 
the intercom, ‘Flight engineer to Captain. All petrol in the right 
tanks now, and fuel for about two and a half hours at twenty-two 
hundred revs. Corporal Leech has got it, sir — he’s bleeding. Sergeant 
Franck is looking after him.’ 
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Marshall said, ‘If you can leave the fuel system, Cobbett, go and 
look after Leech and ask the navigator to give me the course.’ 

At the wireless desk the operator raised his head. ‘Cap wants a 
course, Gunnar,’ he said. ‘I’ll be all right.’ 

The Dane left him to Cobbett. In the darkness the machine roared 
on, covering over three miles in each minute; whatever crisis might 
develop in the fuselage the navigation must go on uninterrupted. 
Without navigation they would soon be lost, and to be lost and short 
of fuel meant disaster, nothing else. Gunnar darted from side to side 
of the machine, peering out, seeking a landmark; in the distance on 
the port quarter he saw the glow of fires and searchlights at the 
target. He shot forward into the cockpit and read the directional 
gyro, and hoped it had been synchronized recently; then he went 
back to the chart table and pin-pointed his position on a guessed 


_ distance from the target. With pencil, map, and C.S.C. he ran the 


course out, noted it upon the map, and said, ‘Navigator to Captain — 
course three one five, Cap.’ He wrote it on his pad tore off the sheet, 
and went forward and gave it to Marshall; then he went aft again 
immediately to the wireless operator. Gunnar had done two and a 
half years in a Copenhagen medical school, and knew the rudi- 
ments of surgery better than any of them. 

Marshall took the slip and stuffed it in the knee pocket of his 
Sidcot without looking at it, leaned forward, and set 351 upon the 
verge ring of the compass. He leaned back in his seat, forcing him- 
self to an alertness that was continuous effort; he was tired to death. 
The machine was flying left wing down in spite of all the petrol in 
the right wing; she had lost a good deal of fabric on the damaged 
side. Another night fighter like the last, coming upon them in their 
crippled state, would just about finish them off. He said, ‘Captain to 
rear-gunner. Keep a good look out. We don’t want any more of that.’ 

‘Okay, Cap.’ 

In the moonlight Marshall saw banks of cloud advancing on them 
from the left; this was the cloud that they had left behind them on 
the outward trip rolling forward over Europe. With dulled mind 
Marshall wondered whether he should call Gunnar again to check 
the course before they entered cloud and navigation became difficult. 
Gunnar, he thought, was almost certainly in the middle of putting 
a dressing upon Leech; in any case he had taken a good pin-point 
from the fires at the target only a few minutes before. 

Cobbet came forward and stood beside him, and they talked about 
the damaged engine, and the fuel. They came to the conclusion that 
the propeller had been hit; it made a different noise and in the white 
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light of the torch the blur of its rotation appeared thicker at the tip. 
It ran smoothly at fifteen hundred revs. and it was just possible at _ 
sixteen hundred, but at that it was only developing about a quarter 
power. ‘The thing’s a bloody passenger,’ said Marshall. 

Presently they flew into the cloud at about seven thousand feet. 
It was a relief to do so; they had over two hundred miles to go 
before they reached the Channel, and at any point in that two 
hundred miles a fighter might come on them. It was safer for them 
to fly blind within the cloud. 

In the rear fuselage Gunnar was making Leech comfortable upon 
the floor. He had found a torn, jagged wound in the right shoulder 
and neck, and another in the right thigh; neither were very grave, 
provided that the bleeding could be checked. Gunnar had bound on 
heavy wads of dressing upon both wounds and had given a small 
shot of morphia; presently he left Leech to the care of Cobbett and 
moved back to the navigation table. The aircraft was now flying in 
thick cloud, at seven thousand feet. 

He said, ‘Navigator to Captain. Can you get her up above this for 
an astro fix?’ 

Marshall said irritably, ‘And get ourselves shot up again. What 
time is E.T.A. the Belgian coast?’ 

The Dane turned to his calculations. Presently he said, ‘E.T.A. the 
Belgian coast 11.54, Cap.’ 

The pilot glanced at his clock; about an hour to go. In their 
damaged state they could not risk another encounter with a fighter; 
even flak would be difficult for them, with the slow rate of climb 
that the machine now had. Over enemy territory it was better to 
play safe and stay in cloud. 

He said, “What airspeed did you take when you ran out the course?’ 

‘A hundred and ninety-five, true airspeed, Cap.’ 

Marshall glanced at his dials; the indicated speed was a hundred 
and sixty at seven thousand. ‘That’s just about right,’ he said. ‘We'll 
keep on as we are till E.T.A. the coast minus ten minutes — 11.44. 
Then I'll bring her down out of this stuff and we'll get a position 
as We pass the coast.’ 

They went on to discuss the fuel position. E.T.A. Hartley was 
about 12.31; from the gauges it appeared that they would have about 
twenty minutes reserve fuel. It was going to be a near thing, but it 
was not too bad; there was no reason to suppose that they would 
have to bale out for lack of petrol. 

‘Give you a spell, Cap?’ said the Dane. 

‘I’m all right,’ said Marshall. ‘Get back and see how Leech is 
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getting on.’ He would have liked a relief; he was desperately tired. 
It seemed to him that Gunnar Franck, with his slight medical know- 
ledge, would be better occupied in looking after Leech than flying the 
machine. 

He put the machine on to the automatic pilot, and they flew on in 
cloud in the black night. 

At a quarter to twelve Gunnar came to the cockpit and stood by 
Marshall; the pilot throttled a little, and the machine began to lose 
height. They broke out of the cloud into clear air at about two 
thousand feet ten minutes later, opened up to fly level and stared 
down into the darkness. Faint, corrugated rows of white upon the 
black sheet below showed that they were over sea. 

Marshall said, “‘What’s your E.T.A. Dover?’ 

Gunnar went back to the navigating position, made a quick cal- 
culation, and said, ‘E.T.A. Dover 12.09, Cap.’ 

Marshall said, ‘Okay. We'll carry on.’ And then he said, ‘Captain 


_ to crew. Everybody keep a good look-out for the coast. We ought to 


come out somewhere near Dover in the next ten minutes.’ 

They came down to twelve hundred feet and flew on over sea, 
tense and peering down into the blackness below. At 12.08 they had 
not seen any land at all; they were all very conscious that their fuel 
was running short. They now had barely forty minutes supply left. 

Marshall said, ‘Captain to Navigator. Get on to the wireless and 
see if you can get a fix. Looks as though we've drifted a bit.’ The 
coast of Kent was like a spear thrust forward to their course; if they 
had been set one way by the wind they would fly over sea up the 
Thames estuary for a long way further, if they had been set the 
other way they would be flying up the English Channel. . 

Gunnar got back and sat down at the wireless. He knew what to 
do, but it took him some time to do it. First he had to fumble for 
the light switch, and then find the card on which the stations, wave- 
lengths, and call signs were noted; he plugged in and, peering at the 
dials, set the tuning condensers. He checked everything through 
carefully again and then switched on, and began transmitting on the 
morse key their call sign and the code request for a position. 

Three minutes later he was at the navigator’s table with his infor- 
mation. It was incredible as he plotted it upon the map — in fact, he 
had to change maps and plot it on a new sheet altogether. He plugged 
in quickly and said, ‘Navigator to Captain. This fix say that we are 
out in the North Sea, one hundred and five miles east of Spurn Head 
at the mouth of the Humber.’ 

Marshall said quickly, ‘Oh balls. That can’t be right.’ 
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There was a momentary pause; the machine flew on over the 
black sea. Gunnar worked quickly to check his fix, and then to check 
the previous course from Mannheim. ‘There is something not right,’ 
he said quietly over the intercom. “You have been flying on 315, 
Cap?’ 

fie went forward to the cockpit as Marshall bent to the compass; 
both scrutinized the verge ring together in the shaded light. The 
pilot said, ‘Three one five? This thing says about three fifty.’ 

Gunnar nodded. ‘That is where we have been wrong. The course 
was three one five.’ 

The pilot dived his hand into his knee pocket and pulled out the 
slip. He glanced at it, and then back at his navigator, ‘Sorry, Gunnar,’ 
he said quietly. ‘I must have set the bloody thing wrong.’ 

He knocked out the automatic pilot and swung the aircraft round; 
there was no time to waste. ‘Give me a course to the nearest land,’ 
he said. ‘I'll fly on 270 meantime.’ 4 

In a minute Gunnar came back on the intercom, speaking from 
the navigation table. ‘Navigator to Captain. Course is 282.’ 

‘What's estimated time of arrival the coast?’ 

‘Twelve fifty-five, Cap.’ 

Marshall called Cobbett on the intercom for a report on the fuel, 
and Gunnar came forward to the cockpit and watched while the 
pilot set the course upon the compass verge ring to make sure he 
got it right this time. The fuel gauges in all tanks were nearing zero; 
Cobbett estimated that their fuel would be exhausted by 12.45. 

Marshall said quietly, ‘Okay. Navigator, get back to the wireless 
and report our course, the landfall we expect to make, and our 
E.T.A. the coast. Tell them we are short of fuel and to stand by for 
our position. Ask for emergency routine.’ 

He paused a minute, and then said, ‘Captain to crew. Sorry, chaps, 
but I think we’re going in the drink. Rear-gunner, you can come 
out of the turret. You'll be in charge of the dinghy; have a look now 
and see if it’s all there and in order. Sergeant Cobbett, get down in 
the bomb-aimer’s position and let me know if you see any land.’ 

Sergeant Phillips levered himself out of the steel doors of the turret 
backwards into the fuselage, and reached for his parachute; he would 
take that forward with him and keep it to hand. He was concerned 
at the news that they were going in the drink, but he had too slow 
an imagination to be very much distressed about it. He knew that 
there had been some kind of mistake between the captain and the 
navigator that had landed them in that position; he did not clearly 
understand from the conversation he had overheard upon the inter- 
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com who was to blame. In the meantime he had been given a positive 
job to do, to look after the dinghy and the stores for it; that was a 
change from sitting in the turret staring into blackness, and that 
itself was pleasurable. 

_ Sergeant Cobbett, lying in the bomb-aimer’s position, stared down 
at the sea. He had been on seven operations previously, and only one 
of those had been with Marshall. Before he joined up he had worked 
in a garage, washing motor-cars; he was still very young, developing 
into an intelligent and an efficient man through the responsibilities 
that he now had to bear. He knew this himself, and thought a little 
regretfully that it was a pity that it should all end now, in the black 
water he could see below. He could see from the run of the waves 
that the wind was westerly; that meant that if they should get out 
into the dinghy safely they would drift away from land. It was a 
pity; if things had gone on he might one day have been sent for 
training as a pilot, have been given a commission even, and become 
a man like Marshall in a few years’ time. That was what he had set 
his heart upon, and every night he prayed that the war might go on 
long enough for him to get a commission and become the captain 
of his own aircraft. Now it was all to end in the black sea. He was 
not resentful of the captain’s mistake that had landed them there; 
he respected Marshall too much for that. It was just a pity. He knew 
that there was a thirty per cent chance that they would be picked 
up before exposure and the bitter cold brought death to them; he 
knew that there was a seventy per cent chance that they wouldn’t. 
He lay staring down at the black sea through the triplex panel, ready 
to shout out at the first indication of land. 

Corporal Leech lay in drugged stupor on the floor of the rear 
fuselage, his head pillowed on somebody’s parachute. Gunnar had 
done his work efficiently; Leech knew nothing of what was going 
on. Even when Phillips had to drag the dinghy pack across him, it 
hardly stirred his mind. When they went down into the water he 
would almost certainly be drowned within the fuselage; in the few 
moments that the escape hatch would be above water the remainder 
of the crew could hardly hope to get him out. He was unconscious 
now, wrapped in drugged slumber; in that slumber he would quietly 
meet his death. 

Gunnar Franck sat at the wireless, painstaking, thorough, and 
methodical. He did not know the code groups; at each stage he had 
to consult the written information that he had found in the wireless 
operator’s satchel, and this made him very slow. He transmitted 
slowly, too; he could not manage to send accurately at more than 
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about seven words a minute or to receive at more than four or five. 
He did literally what he had been told to do, asked for emergency 
routine, reported their situation, and asked the stations to stand by 
for their last signal before they went down in the sea, in order that 
the rescue planes could search for them at dawn. He received the 
code confirmation that the written card had told him to expect, and 
then, surprisingly, the message went on pinging in his head-phones. 
His pencil moved mechanically on the pad; the message ended and 
he read the groups that he had written. They read, ‘Good luck to 
captain and crew.’ 

He was very pleased at the message; almost certainly it came from 
Pilsey. He must tell the captain, and plugged in his intercom. He 
said, ‘Navigator to Captain. Wireless emergency routine is in force, 
and they are standing by for our signal. They have sent us a message, 
Cap, from Hartley, I think. They say, ‘Good luck to captain and 
crew. I think that is ver’ nice to have.’ % 

Marshall said quickly, ‘Are you sure that came from Hartley?’ 

‘It was Group, Cap. They gave the identification.’ 

‘Okay.’ He raised his voice. ‘You all heard that, you chaps? 
Hartley says Good luck to captain and crew.’ 

He sat on at the controls, peering forward into the darkness and 
studying the faint lines on the sea below. He had become awake and 
cheerful; in that last half-hour he felt more himself than he had done 
for weeks. By all calculation they would be down very soon, those 
of them who were not killed at the impact with the water might get 
out into the dinghy to drift outwards from the land in the wet, freez- 
ing blackness of the sea. Many of his friends had gone that way; some 
had been picked up and returned to Hartley Magna in Oxfordshire, 
more had not. If that now had to happen to him, that was just too 
bad, but it had happened to better men than he. In the meantime the 
engines still ran, steady and even on the starboard side, like the 
lavatory cistern on the port. The sea beneath still seemed unreal 
and far away, as unreal as Mannheim. 

His mind glowed at the message they had had from Group. A girl 
had sent that message; it was not in the words that a man would 
have used. And if it was a girl at Pilsey, it could only be one of two; 
either the operator had slipped it in upon her own, or else the 
W.A.A.F. officer in charge had sent it — Gervase Robertson. He was 
convinced as soon as he had heard it that it was Gervase; she had 
sent the message to cheer them. 

He said down the intercom, ‘Captain to flight engineer. Do you 
think that port engine’s doing us any good?’ 
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“It’s helping us along, Cap.’ 

_ ‘T think it’s drinking half our bloody juice and doing no work. 
We're only doing a hundred and eighty. We can do that on one 
engine. We'd be better off to stop the port altogether and go on the 
starboard, wouldn’t we? How much fuel is there left?’ 

Cobbett scrambled up to the fuel board and plugged in his inter- 
com there. ‘Gauges say about twenty-five gallons, Cap.’ 

“Well, that’s the thick end of half an hour for one engine. Stop 
the port engine — switch it off and let it stop. Then I’m going to 

_ throttle back the starboard until we’re doing a hundred and thirty. 
Navigator, give me a new course at speed hundred and thirty.’ 

The port engine died and came to rest; the note of the starboard 
engine dropped slowly as Marshall eased the throttle back. A new 
sensation as of silence broke upon them; their ears were so attuned 
to the roar that the lessened level of the noise came as quiet to them. 
When they spoke now the intercom, set at the previous volume, 
seemed to bellow in their ears. 

Gunnar said, ‘New course is 279.’ He came through to the cockpit 
and set it on the verge ring himself. 

‘Where does that bring us over land?’ 

‘Just north of Spurn Head, Cap.’ 

‘Okay. Get through to Group and ask for another fix to check up.’ 
He paused and then said, ‘Captain to crew. If we get over land we'll 
bale out, so be ready for that because we haven’t got much height. 
Rear-gunner, got your dinghy ready?’ 

‘All ready, Cap.’ 

‘Well, now clip on Leech’s parachute and tie that cod-line to the 
ring. If we bale out, we'll drop him out first.’ They would make the 
line fast at the machine before they dropped him; as he fell away 
the line would pull the ring and the parachute would open as he fell. 
Unconscious and inert he would land heavily, but it was the best that 
they could do for him if it came to baling out. 

They flew on in the darkness peering forward and down. Their 
slow speed now seemed to mock them; it needed intellect and mental 
effort to appreciate that they would get a few more miles by creep- 
ing along like this. Cobbett lay on the floor and peered down through 
the bomb-aimer’s hatch. Gunnar Franck moved rapidly between the 
navigator’s table and the wireless. Phillips worked over Leech, and 
pulled and lifted him nearer to the escape-hatch. 

Marshall sat on in the cockpit, quiet and resigned. If now they 

| went into the drink it was too bad; he had done everything possible. 
| Gervase had sent him a message; that meant she was still interested. 
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He knew it was a very tiny thing, but after the trouble of the last 
weeks it came to him as balm, as a little faint voice whispering that 
things would be all right. Immediately it had reacted on his work; 
he had started to take an interest in R for Robert once again, and 
had shut off the damaged engine. 

At 12.52 Gunnar got a third fix, plotted it, and pondered for a 
moment. It showed them to be about fourteen miles from land. He 
said, ‘E.T.A. the coast seven minutes, Cap.’ 

‘Okay. What’s the petrol looking like?’ But the needle of the 
gauge was jumping at the zero stop, and might have been two 
gallons or ten. 

They sat tense and motionless as the minutes crept by. Each of 
them had found his own position from which to watch the sea; 
Cobbett through the triplex of the bomb-aimer’s window, Gunnar 
from the starboard window of the cockpit, Phillips from a cellon 
panel under the rear fuselage. Each strained his eyes down to the 
black, ruffled sea below them; each had his ears tuned to the beat 
of the engines, ready at the first falter to get up and stand by for their 
captain’s orders. 

Cobbett said, ‘Flight engineer to Captain. Breakers, Cap—on a 
beach. We’re coming over land.’ 

Marshall peered down into the darkness. ‘Okay = I see. Navigator — 
put on our navigation lights. What's the gauge showing?’ 
Gunnar switched on the wing-tip and tail-lights and turned to the 
fuel board; Cobbett got up and stood beside him. The needle stood 
steady and uncompromising at zero, without even a flicker. ‘All fuel 

gauges zero, Cap.’ 

They were over land, anyway. Marshall said, ‘Okay. Bring Leech 
along here to the hatch, and drop him out, quick as you can. Every- 
body stand by to bale out.’ 

He pulled the nose of the machine up a little, hoping to gain more 
height for their jump. Beside him there was heaving and struggling 
as they pulled the heavy, unconscious body of the wireless operator 
to the hatch, and a sharp blast of cold air as the floor hatch opened. 

Suddenly Marshall said, ‘Hold everything.’ He leaned over and 
grabbed Gunnar by the shoulder, and pointed forward. Before them 
stretched the dim, twin lines of light that showed a runway, barely 
three miles ahead. “What’s that?’ 

The Dane said, ‘There is here a station, Whitsand. That must be 
Whitsand.’ 

They stood fixed for a minute, staring ahead at the lights, listening 
to the engine. ‘Okay,’ said Marshall. ‘We can make it now.’ He 
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paused for an instant, and then said, ‘Shut that hatch, Cobbett.’ 

The flight engineer stooped to the open hatch to close it. Some- 
thing unusual in the blackness of the space beneath them drew his 
attention; he stooped to the cold rush of air and jumped back in 
horror. He thrust his plug into the intercom. ‘Climb, Cap,’ he said 
urgently. ‘There’s another kite exactly underneath us!’ 

Marshall looked quickly down through his side window, but 
could see nothing. Gunnar shouldered Cobbett back and knelt down 
at the hatch. ‘Lancaster, Cap,’ he said, ‘about a hundred feet below, 
on the same course, going in to land. Better go round again.’ 

Marshall thought quickly. They had no fuel to go round again; to 
try that could only mean disaster. Better to put his trust in the 
captain of the Lancaster to land according to the book, and to hope 
that the far end of the runway was soft. He said, ‘Okay, Gunnar. Put 
out navigation lights, Cobbet. Gunnar, stay at the hatch and tell me 
how we go. I’m going to land over him, and chance it.’ 

Cobbett screwed himself round to the instrument board and put 
out the lights. Marshall said, ‘Gunnar, tell me how we go. I want to 
keep fifty feet above him, and land in front of him,’ 

With a dry mouth the Dane said, ‘Okay, Cap. He is now going 
ahead of us, and sixty or seventy feet below. You should now see 
his wing from your window.’ And then urgently, ‘He has throttled; 
he is falling away below us now.’ 

‘Okay,’ said Marshall quietly. ‘I see him.’ 

He throttled back the one engine that was running and sank after 
the Lancaster towards the landing lights. ‘Cobbett!’ he said urgently. 
‘Quarter flaps down.’ 

He sat motionless at the controls, his face turned to the open 
window at his side, watching the Lancaster intently. If the big 
machine ahead became aware of them and took fright, and put on 
power to go round again, Marshall was ready to slip quickly out to 
starboard, away from its probable turn. If it went on to make a 
normal landing they would be all right, provided that the captain 
of the Lancaster kept his head. 

For a moment he considered landing in the black, unknown terrain 
beside the runway. It would probably be quite all right provided 
that the ground was hard, but on a strange aerodrome in April would 
the ground be hard? He felt that of the dangers that lay round about 
them he preferred the danger of collision with the Lancaster upon 
the ground. : 

He said, ‘Sergeant Phillips. Get back to the turret and plug in the 
intercom. I’m landing ahead of this Lanc. When we’re down on the 
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runway, tell me how we go, so that I can keep ahead of it, in case 
it butts us up the arse.’ 

He heard the sergeant laugh, and say, ‘Okay, Cap.’ 

They were very low now, and the lights were near. The pilot 
ordered half flap; they sank down with the Lancaster towards the 
ground at something over a hundred miles an hour in the dim black- 
ness of the night. There was a faint glow upon the wing-tip of the 
Lancaster reflecting the red navigation light that showed Marshall 
the machine below him; that faint red glow, and the dim yellow 
lights that marked the runway, were the only clues to safety and 
disaster that the pilot had. 

Gunnar had moved to the bomb-aimer’s window. He said, ‘Cap, 
he is down.’ 

‘Okay,’ said Marshall. He drawled the word out absently. 

His hand moved on the throttle; the note of the one engine rose 
in a slow burst and slowly died again. They levelled and swept over 
the big machine as it ran down the runway and sank down ahead 
of it. Marshall said, ‘Navigation lights now, Cobbett — quick. Rear- 
gunner — how do we go?’ 

Phillips said, “Well ahead of him.’ The wheels touched on the 
ground; the machine bounced, sank, and touched again. Marshall 
steadied her on the dim lights still ahead of them as they ran on tail 
up. Phillips said suddenly, ‘Keep going, Cap — he’s closing up on us.’ 

Marshall moved his hand upon the throttle very slightly; they 
ran on tail up. The dim lights flashed past them one by one; they 
were very near the end of the runway. Without more ado he closed 
the throttle firmly; if the Lanc ran this far they would all pile up 
in to the hedge together. The tail sank to the ground and the last 
light loomed up to them; he pulled the wheel hard back and pressed 
the brakes on to the utmost that he dared. The drums squealed, the 
tail bounced light upon the ground, and the Wellington ran on past 
the last light, down a little hill, and on to grass. Sergeant Cobbett 
switched off the engine and turned off the petrol; they ran on, 
slowly now, until the port wing hit a post and felled it, slewing 
them round to port with a tangle of telephone wires across the 
fuselage. So R for Robert came to rest, somewhere in England, after 
bombing Mannheim. 
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CHAT PER Frye 


Oh what can ail thee, knight-at-arms, 
Alone and palely loitering? 

The sedge has withered from the lake, 
And no birds sing. 


I met a lady in the meads, 
Full beautiful — a faery’s child, 

Her hair was long, her foot was light, 
And her eyes were wild... . 


JOHN KEaTs, 1818 


Marshall travelled back to Hartley in the train next day by way of 
London and Oxford. He travelled with his crew in a third-class com- 
partment; the fact that they might not travel in first-class comfort 
with him added its quota to his black mood. 

They were all short of sleep. They had, in fact, spent the night 
battling with trouble ever since they had put down at Whitsand. 
They had dropped out of the fuselage hatch down on to the ground 
in the black darkness, landing one by one into a bed of stinging- 
nettles; getting to their feet most of them had fallen again over the 
telephone lines that lay draped over R for Robert, and the remains 
of the little short telegraph-pole that they had felled. Stumbling back 
to the runway to find somebody to fetch an ambulance for Leech, 
they had come upon the sergeant pilot of the Lancaster, now stopped 
upon the ring runway a short way behind them. The sergeant pilot 
was considerably shaken and told Marshall all that lay upon his 
mind; he did not know that he was speaking to an officer and would 
not have altered one word if he had known. In the end Marshall had 
to appeal to the crew of the Lancaster, now gathering in the dark- 
ness. ‘For Christ’s sake put a sock in it,’ he had said. ‘Which of you 
is the radio operator? You? Well, get back in your machine and call 


up your control, and tell them I want an ambulance down here at 


once for my own operator. And look sharp, or I'll put you on a 
charge.’ 

The ambulance came presently, and with it lights and a young 
medical officer; they got Leech carefully out of the machine and 
saw him carried off. A truck materialized out of the night and took 
them to the control office; Marshall, reporting to the Control 
Officer, was received with some coldness and was informed that by 
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his act and deed he had cut off the station from all contact with 
the outside world except by radio. His comment on a station that 
was served by overhead lines at the runway’s end did not help the 
matter. 

The three sergeants were taken to the sergeants’ mess, where they 
were given a meal and camp-beds hastily arranged; Marshall had 
to wait till four in the morning before traffic on the W/T permitted 
him to send his message to Hartley stating very briefly what had 
happened to R for Robert. He had then slept for a few hours on the 
bed in the control office. 

Morning found them gathered at R for Robert, sourly inspecting 
the damage. The port wing was clearly for the scrap-heap; the 
geodetic torn and buckled over nearly a third of the surface, the 
tanks ripped and pierced by cannon-fire. The port cowling and ex- 
haust manifold were obviously U/S; the port propeller had one tip 
bent forward and ripped fastastically. Until the cowlings were 
stripped off for inspection it was difficult to say what other damage 
she had suffered, but clearly the aircraft was in no condition to fly 
back to Oxfordshire. Marshall went back to the Headquarters office, 
made his apologies to the Group Captain, and asked for air transport. 
The weather was poor, so they gave him a railway guide. 

All afternoon and evening they sat together in a crowded third- 
class carriage in a packed train, dozing and shifting restlessly. A mood 
of the blackest depression had descended on the pilot. After so many 
operations it was an acute personal grief to him that he had pranged 
his Wimpey. It was clearly in his mind, far too clearly, that the 
cause of their misfortune was an error of his own, a gross and un- 
pardonable mistake in navigation. But for the Grace of God, he 
thought, they’d all have been cold meat; a fit and proper end for 
the incompetent, but bad luck on the chaps that had to crew for 
him. The fact that they had been so decent to him, with never a 
word of reproach, only made it worse. Now he would have to tell 
the Wing-Commander all about it, but what to tell, or how to explain 
their trouble, left him utterly defeated. Moreover, to top everything, 
they had to travel for ten hours in a slow railway train to get to | 
Oxford just before midnight, and that was eleven miles from Hartley 
Magna. If he had any sense at all, he thought, he’d go into the lavatory 
and cut his throat. 

They crossed London in a taxi in the black-out, had a slender meal 
at the Paddington buffet, and took the train for Oxford. There was 
transport there to meet them, and they got back to the station shortly 
after midnight. Marshall got down from the truck, and carrying his 
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parachute and harness, went into the mess. 

In the ante-room the lights were on still; he stuck his head in at 
the door, and there was Pat Johnson sitting by the fire. Mr Johnson 
raised his head. ‘Evening,’ he said. ‘There’s some beer and sandwiches 
here if you want it.’ 

Marshall hesitated, a little touched at the thought, and went for- 
ward into the room. ‘Bloody trains,’ he said awkwardly. And then 
he said in explanation, ‘I had to leave Robert up there.’ 

Mr Johnson nodded. ‘We guessed you would. Bring the boys back 
with you?’ 

‘All but Leech. Got him into hospital.’ 

‘Bad?’ 

‘Not very.’ 

He turned to the side table and took a sandwich and poured him- 
self a glass of beer. Pat Johnson said, ‘What sort of a place is 
Whitsand?’ 


‘Bloody.’ 
‘Sounds like something out of a limerick. ‘There was a young lady 
of Whitsand’ . . .’ Mr Johnson mused for a minute, a coarse rhyme 


on the threshold of his mind, but it escaped him. ‘How did you come 
to get up there?’ 

They had been friends for a year, and there was no one else in the 
room. Marshall said bluntly, ‘I put the wrong course on the mucking 
compass.’ 

‘Many a better man than you has done that, laddie,’ said his com- 
forter. ‘All be the same in a hundred years.’ 

‘I don’t know what in hell I’m going to tell Winco.’ 

‘I know what I should tell him.’ 

“What?” 

‘Tell him you put the wrong course on the mucking compass. So 
what?’ Pat Johnson got up from his chair and yawned. ‘I’m going 
up to bed.’ 7 

Marshall took a couple of the sandwiches in his hand. ‘I’m coming 
too. Did everybody else get back all right?’ 

Mr Johnson nodded. ‘You were the only mutt. It was: Where is 
my wandering boy to-night? until we got your signal. Your young 
woman got into a proper state, she did.’ 

Marshall stared at him. ‘My young woman?’ 

‘The black-haired one, the one you gave the pike to. Fair blubber- 
ing her eyes out, she was. I had to muscle in and do a bit of com- 
forting, old boy — as between friends, I mean, I thought you wouldn’t 

mind.’ He dodged hastily and made off upstairs before Marshall, 
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cumbered with his flying-suit and parachute, could come up with 
him. 

There was an element of truth in what he said. At the Group 
W/T station three miles from the aerodrome Gervase had watched 
the girls working the bearing upon R for Robert during all three fixes 
that they had asked for, had seen them transmit to the leading sta- _ 
tion. She had marked down the first fix on the plot that they kept 
and had stared at it in dismay; thereafter all her work became a night- — 
mare. She had slipped in the little message of good cheer to them 
quite irregularly; that was all that she could do. After that she had 
to go on with her work as if nothing was happening; in her misery 
her training gave her strength. All the other machines asking for © 
fixes were asking for her help; she did not fail them. 

By one in the morning her work at Group W/T was over; she 
could close down for the night. She rang through to the control at 
Hartley to enquire for Robert, but no news had«come through. She 
was told that the air/sea rescue routine was being put in hand for 
them; at dawn the Lysanders and the Walruses would go out flying 
low over the grey, dirty sea, questing and searching on the line of 
drift. It was uncertain, she was told, what the chances were; the 
only station in the vicinity that they might possibly have reached 
was not taking any signals. 

She had gone back to Hartley with the girls in the station trans- 
port in the black night. She could not bear to go back to her quarters; 
she went to the control upon the aerodrome to see if, during the 
short time that she had been upon the road, there had not been some 
message, Section Officer Ferguson was still there with a telephonist, 
trying to make contact with this dumb place; Whitsand. And two 
of the pilots were there, still in their Sidcot suits, Flight-Lieutenant 
Lines and Johnson. 

She had been a little embarrassed, even in her unhappiness. She 
said, ‘I just looked in to see if anything had come through about 
Robert.’ 

Lines said, “Not yet. I don’t think he’s in the drink. He’d have sent 
us his position before going in.’ 

Mr Johnson said, ‘He may have baled out over land, or he may 
be at this bloody place that won’t answer. I don’t think he’s in the 
drink.’ He offered her a packet. ‘Cigarette?’ 

She took one gratefully and sat on with them in silence, waiting, 
in the bare office with the blackboard, the big shuttered windows, 
the four telephones. In the next room they heard the intermittent 
complaints of the telephonist to various exchanges up and down the 
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country, service and post office, as she tried for Whitsand by way 
of Hull and Scarborough, Grimsby and Market Weighton. They heard 
the girls in the next room talking to the lighthouse at Spurn Head, 
and to the air-raid wardens at a post at Hornsea. They sat on weary 
and anxious and cold as the time crawled by. 

Once Johnson had said kindly to her, ‘I should go to bed. We'll 
send a message over to you if anything comes through.’ 

She said, ‘I can’t. I shouldn’t go to sleep, anyway.’ 

Lines had gone through into the other room. Mr Johnson said 
quietly, ‘It’s like that, is it?’ 

Gervase looked up quickly; he was grinning at her. ‘What do you 
mean by saying it’s like that?’ she asked indignantly. ‘It’s like noth- 
ing of the sort.’ 

Mr Johnson wagged his head. ‘He gave you a bit of fish.’ 

‘I know he did. It was a very nice bit of fish,’ she said, colouring. 
‘He gave you a bit, too.’ 

‘Nice bit of fish my foot. It was a bloody awful bit of fish.’ He 
shook his head. ‘I always said no good would come of that fish.’ 

She moved away into the telephone-room, anxious to break off the 
discussion. In the end, at four in the morning, the brief message 
came through relayed from the Command that Robert was down at 
Whitsand and damaged; that the radio operator had been removed 
to hospital. Gervase went back to her quarters sick with relief and 
utterly exhausted. She took three aspirins, but it was dawn before 
sleep came. 

At eleven o’clock next morning Marshall went into the Wing- 
Commander’s office. Dobbie looked up from his desk. ‘Morning, 
Marshall,’ he said. ‘Have a cigarette?’ He offered his case. “What’s 
Robert like?’ 

The pilot said, ‘I don’t think she’s too bad, sir. The port wing got 
shot up, and then I hit it with a stump or something and finished it 
off.’ He sat on the edge of the chair that Dobbie had given him, re- 
counting the damage to the aircraft. He spoke nervously and with 
lack of self-assurance. He smoked very quickly as he spoke. 

The Wing-Commander helped him now and then with a question. 
Dobbie was thirty-two years old, a regular officer of the R.A.F. who 

_ had done two tours of Bomber Command in the early days of the 
| war, followed by a year at Coastal; at Hartley he still flew occa- 
| sionally on an operation, though he never served as captain of the 
| aircraft. His work was now executive upon the ground. He had to 
| run the station and control the crews; it was natural that the crews 
| should be his first concern. They fluctuated in number between 
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twenty and thirty-five, a hundred or a hundred and fifty flying 
personnel all told. He knew them all by name, and a great deal 
about each one of them; he did not know the ground staff nearly so 
well. 

He had among his crews a few old stagers that formed a solid back- 
bone of experience at Hartley. However many raw and callow young 
men came to him, so long as he had Lines and Johnson and Marshall 
and Davy, and Sergeant Pilot Nutter and Sergeant Pilot Cope, he felt 
that the Wing could play its part; the youngsters would learn from 
these men and absorb their knowledge imperceptibly. The casualties 
were all among the newcomers from the operational training schools. 
Nothing, it seemed, could really help these raw young men but to 
rub shoulders every day with the seasoned veterans of many raids. _ 
The loss of one such veteran crew was a very serious matter indeed 
to Wing-Commander Dobbie, to be prevented at all costs. Those 
men were worth their weight in gold tohim. * 

He heard about the damage to R for Robert. ‘Doesn’t sound too 
bad,’ he said. ‘Morrison is speaking to them this morning; they 
should have finished the inspection by this time.’ 

Marshall said, ‘I should think she’d take a week or ten days to 
repair.’ 

‘That means three weeks.’ The Wing-Commander blew out a long 
cloud of smoke. ‘How did you come to land up at Whitsand, any- 
way?’ 

Marshall said miserably, ‘I had a bit of a balls-up with my navi- 
gator, sir, and the wrong course got on to the compass. I did it —it 
was my fault.’ 

‘I did that once,’ said Dobbie. ‘Bloody, isn’t it?’ 

‘I can’t think how I came to do a thing like that,’ said Marshall 
wearily. 

‘Tell me what happened from the start,’ said Dobbie. ‘What time 
was it when you reached the target?’ 

Marshall told him the story of the flight, speaking in little bitter 
sentences. He took no pride in the fact that he had extricated the 
machine from a most difficult position over the North Sea and 
brought it safely back and landed more or less in one piece; his black 
depression was too great for him to recognize virtue in anything that 
he had done that night. The wing commander had to penetrate the 
veil of bitterness with which the pilot cloaked his account to see the 
fine airmanship that had got Robert down at all. 

In the end Dobbie laughed. ‘I bet the pilot of that Lancaster had 
a fright,’ he said boyishly. 
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‘He was bloody rude,’ said Marshall. ‘He was a sergeant.’ 

‘I bet he was bloody rude,’ said Dobbie. ‘I can’t think of anything 
much worse than to see another aircraft plump down on the runway 
right in front of you at night.’ 

_ There was a pause. ‘I suppose I’d have been mad if somebody had 
done that to me,’ the pilot said at last. 

There was another pause. The wing commander broke it. ‘I think 
you might as well get off on a spot of leave,’ he said, ‘all the lot of 
you. A fortnight. It’ll be quite that before you can go up to Whitsand 
for Robert.’ He glanced at the calendar. ‘Get off as soon as you like 
and come back on the nineteenth — Monday fortnight. You might 


_ pass the word to your crew, and tell them to come up for their 


Passes.’ 

Marshall got to his feet. “Thanks, sir,’ he said quietly. ‘I think that’d 
be a good thing. It’s been just one thing after another lately.’ 

Dobbie glanced at him. ‘In what way?’ 

The pilot said bitterly, ‘Everything I touch seems to go wrong 
these days.’ 

The wing commander felt as if a veil had been partially drawn 
aside revealing a familiar scene, a scene he did not care to look at 
very closely. He said, ‘I suppose that means you’ve had a spot of 
bother.of some sort.’ 

‘I suppose it does,’ said Marshall. ‘I’d rather like to get away from 
here for a bit.’ 

‘Okay,’ said Dobbie casually. ‘See you again on Monday fortnight.’ 

The pilot went out of the office. Dobbie leaned back in his chair, 
staring thoughtfully at the calendar. It was a good calendar, adorned 
with a beautiful picture of a nude young woman, kneeling and attrac- 
tive; in some obscure manner she was there as advertising for 
TAUTWING AERO DOPES. The wing commander muttered to him- 
self, ‘I bet that’s it.’ 

He got up from his chair and opened the door communicating with 
the Administration office. Squadron Leader Chesterton was not in 
the room, but his secretary was there, a grey-haired and efficient 
W.A.A.F. sergeant. He said to her, ‘Sergeant Pilot Franck and Serg- 
eant Cobbett, and Sergeant Phillips, will be coming in for leave 
warrants and ration cards. Make them out to the nineteenth. When 
they come, bring them in to me. I want to see each of that crew 
before they go on leave — not all together, one by one.’ 

He saw Sergeant Cobbett first, within half an hour. ‘Morning, 
Cobbett,’ said the wing commander. ‘Sit down for a minute.’ The 
sergeant sat a little nervously on the chair. ‘I’m sending you all off 
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on leave for a fortnight. It'll take quite that time to fix up your 
machine at Whitsand.’ 

Dobbie flipped over the pages of a little book he kept upon his 
desk. ‘I see this was your eighth operational flight — and you’ve been 
with Sergeant Pilot Dennison, and now for the last two with Flight- 
Lieutenant Marshall.’ He put down the book and looked over to the 
young man before him. ‘I may have to re-arrange the crews a bit 
while you’re away,’ he said. ‘Is there anybody that you'd like to be 
with particularly?’ 

The flight engineer said, ‘I don’t know, sir. Couldn’t I stay with 
Flight-Lieutenant Marshall?’ 

The wing commander said, as if reluctantly, “Yes, I suppose I 
could arrange that if you particularly want to stay with him. Would 
you rather do that?’ 

‘I would, sir.’ 

‘Why ?’ e 

The young man smiled awkwardly. “Well, sir —1 always feel safe 
with Mr Marshall. And I think that makes a difference, because you 
do your work better.’ 

‘I wouldn’t say that you were any of you so safe last time,’ said 
Dobbie dryly. ‘It’s a long way from here to Whitsand.’ 

The sergeant protested, ‘But that was just a muck-up with the 
navigation, sir. What I mean is, Mr Marshall knows how to nurse 
his motors, and he knows how to fly. I tell you, sir, you should have 
been with us that landing up at Whitsand. He put her down a treat.’ 

‘All right,’ said Dobbie. ‘If you want to stay with Mr Marshall I’ll 
see if we can fix it. You hit it off with him all right?’ 

The sergeant hesitated. ‘I like being with Mr Marshall because he 
knows his job, sir. 1 wouldn’t say but that he’s been sharp with all 
of us lately, like as if he was worried or something. The others, they 
noticed it more because they’ve been with him longer. But I don’t 
want to change.’ 

Dobbie said, ‘All right, Cobbett — Ill see if I can arrange things so 
that you stay with him. Now you can get off on your leave. Got your 
pass? All right. Have a good time.’ 

The sergeant went out and the wing commander sat thoughtfully ~ 
at his desk for a few minutes. Presently he drew a sheet of notepaper 
towards him, got out his fountain-pen, and began to write a note to 
Corporal Leech. 

It was his habit, whenever any of his flying personnel went into 
hospital whether for accident or casualty, to write a letter in his 
own handwriting. It was one of the little things that made him a 
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good officer, one of the tiny cares that built up a good record of 
operational flights from Hartley Magna. He wrote rather illegibly, 


: in an irregular, boyish hand: 


My dear Leech, 


I was sorry to hear about your bad luck over Mannheim, and I 


_ hope you aren’t having too much trouble, and that you will be back 


with us before long. I have sent the rest of your crew off for a fort- 


_ night’s leave, and it may be three weeks or a month before they go 


<t- 


out again. I will send a temporary operator with them till you come 
back if you want to go on with that crew, but if you specially want 
to be with some other captain, will you let me know? As you know, 
we do not like to make more changes than we can help, but this is 


_ an opportunity if you want a change. 


If there is any difficulty over anything while you are in hospital, 
or if you want anything sent up from your quarters, let me know 


_ and I will do what I can. 


Yours sincerely, 
J. C. Dobbie, Wg. Cr. 


He sealed the letter and addressed it. The W.A.A.F. sergeant put her 
head in at the door as he tossed it into the OUT basket. ‘Sergeant 
Phillips is here, sir,’ she said. 

‘All right — send him in,’ 

He turned to the door. ‘Morning, Phillips,’ he said. ‘You’ve seen 
Flight-Lieutenant Marshall? We decided this morning that you'd all 
better get in a fortnight’s leave while your aircraft is put right.’ 

‘Thank you, sir.’ 

The wing commander sat down at his desk and made the rear- 
gunner sit down. He turned to his little book and frowned. “You 
seem to have been with Mr Marshall a long time,’ he said. “Were you 
with him in his first tour?’ 

The gunner said, ‘That’s right, sir. I did eighteen operations with 
Mr Marshall in his first turn;. before that I did fourteen with Pilot 
Officer Hocking. You remember, sir — him that hit the gasometer.’ 

Dobbie remembered very well, and did not want to be reminded 
of that crash. ‘And then you went on with Mr Marshall on his second 
tour, and you’ve done twenty-four more.’ 

‘That’s right, sir. Fifty-six in all.’ 

‘Quite a lot of operational flying,’ said Dobbie. ‘Beginning to feel 
you’d like to stay on the ground?’ 

Phillips shook his head. ‘No, sir.’ He enjoyed the relatively easy 
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work of a rear-gunner, and he still felt a certain glamour in the job. 

The wing commander said, ‘We shall have to make a change or — 
two now. You'll have to have a new wireless operator, for one thing. 
In fact, I may have to do a good bit of shuffling the crews around in 
the next week or two. Do you feel you’ve been with one captain 
long enough? Would you like a change?’ 

The rear-gunner stared at him. ‘No, sir. I don’t want any change.’ 

‘You’re quite happy as you are, with Mr Marshall?’ 

‘Yes, sir. We’ve been together a long time. I wouldn’t want to 
start with anybody new.’ 

‘You get on well together? I’m glad to hear it’ 

Sergeant Phillips hesitated. ‘We have our little troubles now and 
then,’ he said. ‘Like quarrels in a family, if you take me. But noth- 
ing to signify.’ 

The wing commander grinned. ‘I see. Been having one recently?’ 

‘Well— you might say so. You know the way we register the 
graticule sight with the guns.’ He launched into an involved tech- 
nical explanation of the focus of his four Brownings. “The Armament 
Officer, Mr Higgs, he said I could have it my way, sir, but then 
Flight-Lieutenant Marshall come along and said it had to be like in 
the book and got real nasty about it. Not that that troubled me,’ he 
added quickly. 

‘I see,’ said Dobbie. “That sounds rather unreasonable, on the face 
of it. Is he often like that?’ 

‘No, sir. It’s just that he’s been worried recently, I think.’ 

‘Do you know what he’s been worried about?’ 

Sergeant Phillips was not a very quick thinker, but he knew well 
enough when he was treading on thin ice. He said carefully, ‘I think 
somebody shot him down, sir,’ 

Involuntarily the wing commander glanced at TAUTWING AERO 
DOPES; his first guess had been a good one. ‘Somebody on the station ?’ 

‘I wouldn’t know that, sir.’ 

‘I bet you do,’ said Dobbie. 

He had a duty in this matter to perform. One of his best and most 
reliable crews had suddenly deteriorated and had put up an ex- 
tremely poor performance after Mannheim. It was his duty to try 
and get them back into their original state of efficiency, because the 
example of the old hands influenced the raw young crews that came 
to him from operational training. He had so few of the old stagers 
left, the men who knew all the angles, who had great experience. 
If one of them went wrong, it was his duty to do everything within 
his power to get the matter right. 
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‘Do you know who it is?’ he asked directly. 

‘No, sir, I don’t. I know who it might be.’ 

‘Who?’ 

The sergeant hesitated, feeling most uncomfortable. ‘He asked 
once if I could find out the name of one of the section officers,’ he 
said. 

“Which one?’ 

‘The one with black hair that does signals.’ 

“You mean Section Officer Robertson ?’ 

‘That’s right, sir.’ 

The wing commander glanced at the sergeant; he sensed resent- 
ment, and knew that Phillips felt these questions to be unfair. ‘A 
very nice girl,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sorry if she shot him down.’ 

He got to his feet; the sergeant got up in relief. ‘All right, Phillips,’ 
he said. “Get off on your leave, and have a good time. I’ll try and fix 


it so that you stay with Mr Marshall if you want to.’ 


‘Thank you, sir. I wouldn’t want to start with anybody new.’ 

He went out; immediately the W.A.A.F. sergeant came in. ‘Serg- 
eant Pilot Franck is waiting to see you, sir.’ 

‘All right, show him in.’ This was the last of them, this foreigner. 
He turned again to his little book, and was studying it when Gunnar 
Franck came in. The way this crew had stuck together! 

He said to the big red-faced young man, “Morning, Franck. I sup- 
pose Flight-Lieutenant Marshall has told you that you've got a fort- 
night’s leave?’ 

The Dane said. ‘Yes, sir.’ 

‘Sit down a minute.’ Gunnar sat down on the chair. ‘I wanted to 
see you a minute just to tell you that I know it wasn’t your fault 
your machine went off its course. I’ve had the whole thing from 
Mr Marshall. He tells me that you passed him the correct course in 
writing, but that he set it on the compass wrong.’ 

The sergeant said, ‘I have thought that I am ver’ much to blame, 
sir. Always I look to see if the course is right upon the compass when 
there is a little time free. This time I did not look.’ 

‘Why didn’t you look?’ . 

There was a pause. Gunnar said at last, ‘I thought it might make 
Mr Marshall angry if I look to see that he has done his work all right.’ 

‘I see. The wing commander thought for a minute. ‘I know that 
there has been some friction in your crew,’ he said at last. He turned 
to the book before him. “You’ve been with Mr Marshall a very long 
time,’ he said. ‘You did most of your last tour of ops together and 
all this one. Do you feel that’s long enough? Would you like to go 
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with some other captain for a change?’ 

The Dane said, ‘If Mr Marshall wants me to stay in ie crew, I 
would like to stay.’ 

Dobbie said, ‘Don’t think Marshall wants to get rid of you. This 
was my idea. I thought that if things had become difficult you might 
like a change yourself.’ 

Gunnar said, ‘I would like to stay with Mr Marshall, sir.’ 

Dobbie stared at the red-faced young man before him thoughtfully. 
He knew Franck to be an intelligent, educated man, a medical student 
in his own country. He had a shrewd idea that this foreigner was 
really the backbone of the crew, the hard core of solid competence. 

He leaned forward a little. ‘Look, Franck,’ he said. ‘I know that 
you and Marshall have been together a long time, and you've done 
wonderfully well together. Now, as far as 1 can make it out, some 
friction has arisen and you don’t get on so well together as you used 
to. Well, that’s nothing new, you know — it happens now and then, 
and I deal with it by shifting people round a bit. What I don’ t quite 
understand is why you don’t want to be shifted.’ 

The young man said, ‘If Mr Marshall wants me, I would like to 
stay with him. I do not think that it would be good for you to fuss 
him with a new navigator just now.’ 

The wing commander nodded; this was getting somewhere. ‘He’s 
worried over something, isn’t he?’ 

‘For three weeks now, sir, he has been ver’ worried. I think it is 
that which has made him angry over little things that do not matter.’ 

“What sort of little things?’ 

The Dane smiled ruefully. ‘Always I make the figure seven with 
a cross, as we do at home. I cannot help it, sir—I try to make the 
English seven, and then I forget. Now for the first time Mr Marshall 
has been angry that I make them so, and he goes on and on about 
my sevens, and I have been angry with him in turn. Last week I was 
coming to ask if I might become posted to another station, and then 
I did not.’ 

Dobbie said gravely, ‘I see. But why are you so set on staying with 
him now?’ 

‘I think it is not the right time to go. When things are Not so good, 
then one should stay and help to get them right again.’ 

The wing commander sat in silence for a moment. His first feeling 
was confirmed; here was the backbone of the crew. This foreigner 
meant that he was quite prepared to go out again as navigator to a 
pilot who had insulted him and had made at least one technical mis- 
take that had put them all in danger. Old comradeship still held 
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these men together. 

He said, “What’s Marshall worried about?’ 

‘I do not know, sir,’ 

Dobbie said, ‘Do you know Section Officer Robertson?’ 

Their eyes met. ‘I know Section Officer ver’ well,’ said Gunnar. ‘I 
think she is a good young lady, but I think she has behaved ver’ 
silly.’ 

Dobbie thought of the wrecked aeroplane at Whitsand, of Leech 
in hospital, of the hour that he had spent that morning in unravel- 
ling the matter. ‘I couldn’t agree with you more!’ he said explosively. 

He got to his feet, a little ashamed of that remark. ‘All right, 
Franck,’ he said. ‘I shall remember what you've said. I want you 
chaps to stay together if you can; it makes a big difference to the 
other crews. But I do realize that you can’t if things become un- 
pleasant. Leave it with me.’ 

Gunnar Franck got up and went towards the door. ‘He is a ver’ 
good captain, sir,’ he said. He looked up, smiling boyishly. ‘It is 
perhaps the spring. J think that you must lose a lot of aircraft in the 
spring.’ 

The wing commander said, ‘Get on with you. Have you got some- 
where to go for your leave, Franck?’ 

‘Yes, sir, thank you. I have ver’ good friends from my country 
living at Blackheath.’ 

‘All right. Have a good time.’ 

Dobbie dropped back into his chair and sat deep in thought, staring 
at the nude. It was tricky, this — too tricky to be handled in a hurry. 
By giving them a fortnight’s leave he had given himself time to 
think. When he had thought about it for a day or two he would 
have a word with Chesterton, and they would decide together what 
was to be done; he had a great respect for his squadron leader 
(Admin.), old enough to be his father. Perhaps, too, he would talk 
it over with his wife. Dobbie had married during his first tour of 
bombing ops in 1940; he well remembered the distraction from his 
work. But his had been a straightforward affair; he had asked Joan 
to marry him and she had said yes, and they had been married - 
just like that. She had not kept him in suspense, but even so he had 
found courtship in the intervals of night raids over Germany to be a 
severe nervous strain. He had a joke with Joan about ‘the happy 
couple’; they had proved by their experience that no one could be 
happy while they were engaged. Now they had a baby fifteen months’ 
| old, and had just embarked upon another one. Peace of mind did not 
| come till you were married once the trouble started. The surest 
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shield that any bomber pilot could possess was peace of mind. 

He sat there for ten minutes, deep in thought. 

Gervase met Marshall in the ante-room before lunch. He came 
into the room, hesitated, and then crossed over to her, ‘Morning,’ he 
said. ‘I’m going off on leave this afternoon. I did want to ask you 
one thing before I go.’ 

She said, “What's that?’ 

‘Someone slipped a message to us on the W/T, when we were in 
a spot. Did you do it?’ 

‘Yes, I’m glad you got it.’ 

‘I’m glad you sent it.’ 

There was a pause; neither knew how to break it; they stood awk- 
wardly, together in the crowd not caring whether anyone was look- 
ing at them or not. ‘Where are you going for your leave?’ she asked. 

‘Just home, to Northwood.’ 

She said awkwardly, ‘I do hope you have nice weather.’ And as she 
said it she thought despairingly, this is absurd. Last time we spoke to 
each other it was about getting married, and now this stupid talk. 

They moved away, both miserable. 

Gervase went through her afternoon routine restless and troubled. 
She went back to the mess for tea, and passing the letter rack and 
looking for her post, she found a sealed envelope with her name, 
unstamped. She opened it and saw it was from Marshall, and thrust 
it in her pocket unread. She had tea quickly and went back to her 
quarters to read it in peace, unreasonably excited. 

It said: 


As from Crossways, 
Oakleigh Road, 
Northwood. 
Dear Gervase, 

I’m not sure that I shall be coming back to Hartley. I’ve not been 
doing so well lately and I think perhaps it’s time I had a change. But 
what I want to say is this, I’m sorry I didn’t thank you better for 
that message you sent with the fix. I made about six different mis- 
takes that night, which wasn’t quite so hot. Up till the time I got 
your message I did every bloody thing wrong. After that I did every 
bloody thing right. 

This doesn’t need any answer, but I just wanted you to know. 

Yrs. 
PETER MARSHALL. 
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She sat on her bed staring at this letter with a lump so high up in her 


_ throat that she could hardly swallow. The tone of it was so unlike 


the Peter Marshall that she knew, the brisk young man who went out 
catching pike and shooting pigeons. Gunnar had told her bitterly 
that Marshall had been different in the last few weeks; the letter told 
her he was different indeed. All the self-confidence was gone. The 
superman who had brought his crew through fifty-four or fifty-five 
raids over Germany and Italy hadn’t been doing so well lately. 

She sat staring at the carpet at her feet, sick with a new feeling of 
responsibility. She had done her best to put it to him nicely in the 
wood that day; she had done everything she could to avoid hurting 
him. But she had hurt him; she knew that, inevitably. She now 
knew that she had hurt him far more than she realized. He had 
grown sharp and bitter with his crew; she knew that from Gunnar. 
He had grown casual and ineffective in his work; he had told her 
so. Unhappily she realized that she now knew what had happened 
to R for Robert. 

She got up presently and put on her cap before the glass; she felt 
that she must get out and get some air. She went out in the evening 
light to walk round the ring runway; it was nearly three miles round 
the aerodrome past the dispersed bombers; she could cover it in 
fifty minutes. She went striding out of the camp into the quiet still- 
ness of the field. There was no flying going on that night; the Well- 
ingtons stood gaunt and spectral and deserted on their concrete 
rounds, their great wheels shrouded with the canvas drip covers. 

She walked on, hard and earnestly. The quick exercise eased her 
mind, preventing concentration; reason was dulled but instinct was 
alive. She entered the last reach of the broad tarmac track forty- 
five minutes later feeling that action from her was required. Matters 
in R for Robert had gone desperately wrong. Unknowing, she had 
started up the trouble; it was for her to put it right. The next move 
Jay with her. 

As luck would have it she ran into Sergeant Phillips as she walked 
back into the camp. In the last light of evening Sergeant Phillips 
was mowing a little bit of lawn outside the control office with a 
motor mower; it was gentle exercise and pleasantly mechanical; the 


_ putter of the little motor pleased him, and the smell of new cut 


1 


grass. He had hung about idle all the afternoon, cursing the close 
season that prevented fishing, till he had remembered the motor 
mower and the spring grass that had been growing up where they 
had had the lawn the year before. For an hour and a half he had 
been happy. Now it was time to pack up; it was getting too dark to 
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see. But that would do till he got back off leave; he could have 
another go at it then. 

Gervase walked past him, hesitated, and turned back. She said 
a little diffidently, ‘Aren’t you Sergeant Phillips?’ 

He straightened up, surprised. “That’s right,’ he said. 

‘I thought you were all going off on leave. You're in Robert, 
aren’t you?’ 

He nodded. ‘I got further to go. There’s only one train in the day 
goes from Oxford to York, where I come from. I can’t go before 
to-morrow morning. They won’t let me go through London on the 
pass — and it wouldn’t be no quicker, anyway.’ f 

She said, ‘I was sorry to hear you had that trouble after Mant 
heim. Tell me, what happened?’ 

He had been all through this in the sergeants’ mess, several times. 
He grinned, ‘Seems like the captain and the navigator added in the 
date when they were working out the course,’ he said. ‘I was back 
in the turret, so I didn’t see nothing of it. But we weren’t going the 
right way at all.’ 

Gervase said, ‘I thought you didn’t do that sort of thing in R for 
Robert.’ 

‘We didn’t used to,’ said the sergeant drily. 

There was a time, she felt, for plain talk to be used and this was 
one of them. She had a Yorkshire background, and she was talking 
to a Yorkshireman; spade called to spade, although they did not 
realize it. ‘I had a word with Sergeant Franck the other day,’ she 
said. ‘He had a moan about Flight-Lieutenant Marshall, He said that 
you were all getting fed up with him. Is that right?’ 

‘We ain’t fed up with him,’ the sergeant said. ‘Best captain I ever ' 
been with, up till recently. Then he got a bit awkward, but we all 
do that. We'll be all okeydoke when we get back off leave. I said 
so to the wing commander —I don’t want to shift, I said.’ 

‘I see,’ said Gervase thoughtfully. So Wing-Commander Dobbie 
was in on this. 

Sergeant Phillips leaned against the handles of the mower, con- 
fidential in the half-light. ‘’Course,’ he said, ‘this is a bad time of 
year, when you don’t know what to do, and that don’t make things 
easier. Up till March there was the fishing ’n that made a lot of 
difference, because we was all keen on that, ’n we used to go down 
to the river and do it all together, captain and all. It was when the 
fishing finished things seemed to go wrong. I know I hadn’t got 
nothing to do with myself, afternoons, and Leech neither, nor 
Gunnar Franck. And I guess the captain, he was same as all the rest 
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of us and he hadn’t got nothing to do either. It’s weary when you 
don’t know what to do.’ 

She said, wondering, ‘I never thought of that.’ 

The rear-gunner said, ‘Well, it makes a difference when you have 
a bit of fun together, all together, like.’ 

She felt that she had to know everything now. It was nearly dark, 
and darkness gave her confidence. She said, ‘Is that all that’s been 
wrong with Marshall? It doesn’t sound much.’ 

Phillips said, ‘I was talking to Gunnar. Seems like he had a bit of 
a dust up with one of his girl friends, and she gave him the works. 
That’s what we thought.’ 

Gervase said, ‘You're right there. That was me.’ 

The sergeant laughed, suddenly and boyishly, relieving the ten- 
sion. ‘Better not tell Gunnar Franck that, or he’ll wring your neck.’ 

She said indignantly, ‘I didn’t mean all this to happen!’ 

There was a long pause; there was no more to be said. The sergeant 
stooped and fiddled with the Bowden at the carburettor; Gervase 
stood awkwardly for a few minutes, not knowing what todo, ‘Well,’ 
she said at last, ‘I must be getting on. Thank you for telling me what 
you did.’ 

‘Okay,’ the sergeant said. He hesitated, and then said, ‘If I can do 
anything, any time, just say.’ 

The girl nodded. ‘I’ll let you know. I hope you have a good leave.’ 

She walked up to her quarters, and up to her little room. She 
pulled the chair up to the table and sat down to write a letter; it 
seemed to her to be very urgent that she should do so. In spite of 
that she sat for a long time before beginning, trying to sort out her 
feelings into concrete terms. In the end she wrote: 


R.A.F. Station, 
Hartley Magna, 
Oxfordshire. 
Dear Peter, : 
I got your letter and it was nice of you to write. Before you do 

anything about leaving Hartley I think we ought to talk it over, if 

you think it’s anything to do with me, because it seems a frightful 
_ pity to break up your crew and not so good for the war. I'll meet 
| you anywhere you say if you'd like to talk things over, if you give 
me a ring. But anyway, don’t do anything in a hurry; things may 
_ seem different when you've had a holiday. They do, you know, 
| Yours sincerely, 
| GERVASE. 


Ls we 


It was nearly time for supper when she had finished this, and ~ 
sealed it in an envelope, and stamped it. The last post had left the 
station, but there was a collection at the post office in Hartley Magna 
at eight o’clock if she went quickly. She put on her raincoat and got 
out her bicycle and rode down to the village and posted her letter; 
she rode back with a mind that was at ease. Supper was over when 
she got back to her quarters; all she got was a small slice of Spam 
with luke-warm potatoes, and some bread and cheese. But she had 
her chocolate ration, and her letter was on its way, and she was 
happy. 

Her letter travelled quickly, too quickly for her to have rehearsed 
her part sufficiently. She was called to the telephone during lunch 
next day; squeezing into the stuffy little box and shutting the door 
carefully behind her, she wondered what on earth she was to say. 
She lifted the receiver and said, ‘Section Officer Robertson speaking.’ 

‘Peter Marshall here. Hullo, Gervase.’ 

She said, ‘Oh — hullo.’ 

‘I got your letter.’ yee 

‘Oh ~fine.’ And then she said idiotically, ‘It’s been frightfully 
quick.’ 

He disregarded that. ‘Look, would you like to have tea with me in 
Oxford one day, Gervase? We could meet at Fuller’s in the Corn- 
market, where we went before.’ 

She said, ‘Isn’t it a frightful bore for you coming all that way?’ 

‘No, it’s not. What about to-morrow afternoon?’ 

She said, ‘That’s all right for me if I’m allowed out. You know 
what I mean.’ Before an operation the station was hermetically 
closed, without notice. 

He said, ‘I’ll take a chance on that. If you don’t turn up I'll ring 
up again and we'll have another shot.’ 

‘All right. Half past four.’ 

‘T’ll be there.’ 

There was little doubt about that, she reflected. She said, ‘All - 
right. Good-bye, Peter. See you then.’ 

‘Good-bye, Gervase.’ 

She travelled into Oxford by the bus next afternoon, reaching the 
confectioner’s at exactly half past four. She found him at a table 
in an alcove, a table flanked by tall oak screens designed to prevent 
eavesdropping, designed to hinder a young woman from getting 
away before she had listened to what a young man had to tell her. 
She viewed it with misgiving as she crossed the room, thinking that 
he must have got there in the middle of the afternoon to have secured 
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that table. 

She said shyly, ‘Hullo, Peter.’ 

‘Hullo, Gervase.’ She slipped into the seat beside him and took 
off her cap. ‘What are we going to eat?’ 

She asked for tea and cakes and waited while he ordered them, 
and till the girl had gone away. Then they turned and looked at 
each other. 

He said, “This is frightfully awkward, isn’t it?’ 

She laughed nervously. “You don’t know what I’ve been feeling 
like on the way in.’ 

‘I do. I’ve had further to come.’ 

They laughed together, and the tension was reduced. She said, 
‘Have you done anything about a transfer yet?’ 

‘Not yet. I was going to write about it in a day or two.’ 

‘I do think it’d be an awful pity to break up your crew.’ 

He smiled faintly. “That’s what you said in your letter. I don’t 
think that matters a bit; as a crew we aren’t so hot just now. And 
you said something about the dear old war, too. I don’t care two 
hoots about the bloody war.’ 

She stared across the room, feeling that he wasn’t in a very easy 
mood. It occurred to her that possibly he had a point of view that 
she had not appreciated, that she did not completely understand. 
She said: 

‘If you put in for a transfer, what would you do?’ 

‘Td ask to be put back on Coastal. I was there to start with, so I 
know the work.’ 

‘Would they let you do that?’ 

‘] think so. I’ve done a good long spell in Bomber Command, and 


with a lousy show behind me like this last one I could say my nerve 


had gone. I think they’d let me go.’ 
There was a pause. 
Gervase said, ‘We should miss you frightfully at Hartley.’ 
‘Who do you mean by “we’’?’ 
She turned to him, ‘Everybody, Peter. I don’t mean me especially. 


We'll talk about that later, if you want to. I mean everybody else 
_ upon the station. Everybody would miss you terribly — I mean, all 
_ the flying crews.’ 


| 
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He stared at her. ‘Why would they miss me? There are lots of 


other pilots.’ 


‘But, Peter, not with your experience.’ She struggled to express 
herself. ‘I mean, all these raw young men who come in when they’re 


too young to know what it’s all about, before they’ve got real con- 
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fidence in themselves, all pimples and pink cheeks. They see people 
like you and Pat Johnson, and half a dozen others who have been 
on scores of raids, and they hear the way you talk amongst your- 
selves. You don’t know what it means to them. It gives them con- 
fidence.’ 

He thought about it for a minute. ‘That might be an argument for 
keeping me in Bomber Command,’ he said at last. ‘But it’s no reason » 
why I should stay on at Hartley.’ 

‘Your own crew would be lost without you, Peter.’ 

He said bitterly, ‘My own crew would be glad to see my back.’ 

She said hotly, ‘That’s not true, and you know it.’ 

He grinned, and pushed forward a plate of highly-coloured pastries. 
‘Have a bun.’ 

She stared at him, laughed and relaxed. She chose a pale éclair, 
and transferred it to her plate. She said, ‘Do you want to leave 
Hartley, Peter? Is that it?’ 

He hesitated. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, irresolute. ‘I used to like 
it there, but it’s gone ropey in the last few weeks.’ 

She said in a low tone, ‘Is that because of us?’ — 

He nodded without speaking. 

‘I am sorry, Peter. I’ve given you a lousy time.’ 

‘It’s not your fault,’ he said. ‘It’s just the way things have hap- 
pened. But I think a change might be a good thing, in a way.’ 

She took a mouthful of her éclair, and stared across the room, 
avoiding his eyes. ‘I feel I’ve been frightfully clumsy over this,’ she 
said. ‘I didn’t mean to make you miserable, Peter, when I said we 
oughtn’t to meet any more. If I’d known that it was going to do all 
this to your work I —I’d have thought of something different, per- 
haps.’ 

‘Because of the dear old war?’ he said gently. 

The suggestion confused her. ‘Not altogether,’ she said uncer- 
tainly. 

‘I'd like to think it was because of the dear old me,’ he said. 

‘I know you would,’ she replied. ‘But you mustn’t.’ 

‘All right,’ he said quietly. 

She turned to him. ‘When I said we oughtn’t to meet at all, I 
thought it was the best thing for you, Peter. Honestly, that’s what 
I was thinking. It’s not that I don’t like coming out with you —I do. 
But I thought it would be better for you if we didn’t.’ 

‘Pat Johnson says,’ he remarked, ‘that all maidens are mutts or 
they wouldn’t be maidens.’ 

‘I didn’t come here to listen to what Pat Johnson says.’ 
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‘No. But I’ve told you what I think. I think we ought to try it 
for a bit and see how we get on.’ 

“You mean, try going about and doing things together ?’ 

He nodded. ‘See how we get on.’ 

‘I don’t want to keep you dangling on a string, Peter.’ 

He said gently, ‘I wish to God you’d stop worrying about me. 
I like a dangle now and then. I'll drop off if I get fed up with it - 
you see.’ 

There was a little pause. At last she said, ‘My way hasn’t panned 
out quite so well. If you really want it, Peter, we'll try yours for a 
bit. But you do realize I’m not in love with you?’ 

He grinned. ‘I wouldn’t know about a thing like that. Pat Johnson 
Says you are.’ 

She checked an angry impulse to say what she thought of Mr 
Johnson. ‘Well, I say I’m not.’ 

‘All right, you’re not. Have another bun.’ 

‘No thanks.’ 

They sat in awkward silence for a minute or two, each wonder- 
ing what to say next; the tension mounted till it grew unbearable. 

At last he said, ‘Look, I’ll tell you what I'll do. If you'll try it my 
way for a month we'll know by then whether there’s anything in it 
for us, or not. I won’t bother you longer than that if it’s not going 
to work, Gervase. But if we chuck it then, I think I really had better 
go away. We don’t want this all over again.’ 

She smiled faintly. ‘I agree with that.’ 

He said, ‘You want me to come back to Hartley because of the 
dear old war which you think can’t get on without me. I want to 
come back to Hartley because I want to be with you, to see you, 
and to hear you talk.’ 

He paused. She did not speak. 

‘When I come back,’ he said, ‘I’ll try and work things so that if 
I have a leave after the month my crew will settle down with some- 
one else and be as good with him as they have been with me. I'll try 
and work it so that there’s a first-class chap to take them over when 
I go. But if we find it doesn’t work out, and we have to chuck it, | 
shall want to go.’ 

She said, ‘All right, Peter.’ She was growing exhausted by the ten- 
sion of their scene; she was shocked at the depth of feeling she had 


roused, the things that she had done to this young man. She was a 


factor in his life, whether she liked it or not; her whim could turn 
the entire current of his work. She was unhappily aware of the 
responsibility of an attractive woman, for the first time in her life. 
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Marshall sat up briskly and bit into a doughnut. ‘Okay,’ he said. 
‘Now we've got to work fast.’ He glanced at her, and poured her 
out another cup of tea; she took it from him mechanically. “Will 
you come to the pictures with me?’ 

‘Now?’ 

‘Now. We've only got a month.’ 

She smiled. ‘What’s on?’ 

‘I don’t know. We'll walk round and see.’ 

‘All right.’ 

‘Will you come up to Town and do a show with me on Saturday, 
and go on to the Savoy and dance?’ 

She sipped her tea; it was then Tuesday. ‘I suppose I could put in 
for week-end leave,’ she said. ‘I’d have to stay with Aunt Ethel at 
Hampstead.’ 

‘If you’re going to put in for week-end leave,’ he said, ‘you could — 
get off on Friday night and come up to London} and we could do 
something on Saturday morning.’ 

‘T’m not going to work as hard as that,’ she said. ‘I’ll come up on 
Saturday morning and have lunch with you.’ 

‘All right. But don’t think you aren’t going to work hard. When 
I get home I’m going to write you a nice letter— you'll get it on 
Thursday morning. Will you answer it?’ 

She protested, ‘But Peter, I shall be seeing you on Saturday.’ 

‘Tm thinking about Friday, when I’m going to get an answer to 
my letter in the morning post — if you’ve written it. Will you?’ 

She hesitated. She had promised to try it for a month in his way 
and she felt that she must stick to her promise, but she had not 
visualized all this. ‘All right,’ she said at last. ‘Don’t make the pace 
too hot.’ 

He glanced down at her, suddenly compuctuous. ‘Would you like 
to be let off that one?’ he asked gently. 

‘No - I'll answer it.’ She put down her cup of tea. 

He grinned at her. ‘Okay. Let’s put a sock in the emotion now and 
get on to the pictures. Want to powder your nose?’ 

She said, ‘Er — yes perhaps I'd better.’ 

‘Okay. I’ll meet you downstairs at the cash desk.’ 

They walked out presently into the crowded street; in the throng 
of people on the pavements he took her arm and piloted her through 
the crowd. In the warm darkness of the Regal, in the middle of the 
Gaumont News, hand crept experimentally into hand; it was dark, 
Gervase reflected, and nobody could see. In any case, everybody else 
seemed to be doing it. His hand pleased her; it was firm, but gentle, 
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and warm, and comforting. 

The afternoon had tired her; she was new to that sort of strain. 
She lay back in her seat leaning a little towards him, letting him 
caress her hand. She was content with the decision they had made, 
content to let things rip for a month. At the end of that time there 
might be more trouble for them, but that would not be her fault. 
She could do no more to help him than to do what he wanted; if in 
the end trouble came to them, well, trouble came to everybody in 
the world. 

He took her to the George restaurant for dinner, before putting 
her upon the bus to go back to Hartley. Over the meal they talked 
about the arrangements for their week-end; they decided that it 
would be nice to go and see ‘Arsenic and Old Lace’. She said, ‘You’d 
like me to bring a dance frock, Peter?’ 

He nodded. ‘I’ve never seen you out of uniform.’ 

She said, ‘All right, I'll bring one up. That means you'll have to 
let me go back to Hampstead to change, during the afternoon.’ She 
was not quite sure in her own mind that this dance frock was a 
very good idea. The fire, she thought, was hot enough already with- 
out fanning it; she felt no urge to drag out feminine allure. The 
severe, business-like lines of uniform gave her confidence. But if he 
was taking her to the Savoy to dance, she couldn’t go in uniform as 
if it was a N.A.A.F.J. dance. Dance frock it would have to be — the 
pastel blue one with the silver slippers. 

They sat for a time over coffee; then they left the restaurant. In 
the black streets he took her arm and piloted her to the bus station 
in the market; they stopped by a wall in the darkness to say good-bye. 

She said, ‘Are you happier about things now, Peter?’ 

He was holding both her hands. ‘Of course I am,’ he said. ‘Are 

ou?’ 
F She said slowly, ‘I know you're going to be frightfully nice to me, 
Peter, and that we'll have a lovely month. But I’m afraid I’m going 
to hurt you terribly when it’s all over.’ 

‘We'll worry about that when the time comes. In the meantime 


we'll have the lovely month.’ 


She wondered if he was going to kiss her; she would have let him 
if he had demanded it. But he was put off by her last words and did 


not press that one, and presently they said good night, and he put 
| her in the bus. 


Gervase travelled back to Hartley tired to death, but not unhappy. 
She felt queerly that things were on the right track now, that she 
had managed to undo some of the damage she had done. She was 
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quite sure in her reason that a mass of trouble lay ahead of them 
that they would run into sooner or later; she was too tired to bother 
about that. She went to bed immediately she got back to the station, 
and slept for ten hours solidly in a deep, dreamless slumber. 

Marshall went down to the railway station, walking upon air. He 
waited an hour and three-quarters for a train to London, arriving at 
Paddington a little after three in the morning. At four-thirty he got 
into an empty train for Northwood, and walked into his father’s | 
house at half past five, as the grey dawn was just beginning to show 
above the trees. He went to bed and drifted off to sleep, utterly 
content. 

That morning Wing-Commander Dobbie got an answer to the 
letter he had written to Corporal Leech in hospital. It ran: 


R.A.F. Emergency Hospital, 
Yorks. 
Dear sir, 

I got your letter it was very nice to get it and it was very nice 
that you found time to write. Thank you. I do not want anything © 
because it is very nice here and they say I shall only be a fortnight 
and then out. I am hastening to write to tell you that I would not 
like to change my crew please because we all get on all right together 
and it is very nice. I like being with Mr Marshall although he can 
be sharp sometimes but we don’t mind that. Please try and keep a 
place for me back in that crew. 

I hope you are quite well. 

. Yrs. obediently, 
ALBERT LEECH. 


Wing-Commander Dobbie glanced this over thoughtfully; it did 
‘not help him in his problem. Still holding it in his hand he went 
through into the next office. He said to Chesterton, ‘You might 
come in when you're free.’ 

The Adjutant came in a few minutes later and found Dobbie sit- 
ting at his desk, the letter still in his hand. Dobbie said: 

‘Shut the door behind you. Have a chair.’ And when that was done 
he said, ‘I say, what am I going to do about Marshall’s crew —R for 
Robert ?’ 

The older man said, ‘They’re all fighting, aren’t they?’ 

‘Not exactly,’ said the wing commander. ‘There’s some friction, 
but it all seems to come from Marshall. He’s riding them too hard, 
but at the same time he’s got slack and casual himself. You know.’ 
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‘Is that why they went roaring off to Whitsand?’ 

The wing commander nodded. ‘Marshall set the wrong course on 
the compass, and his navigator was afraid to go and check it. He’s 
been pretty rough with them. He’s got a good navigator, too— that 
Dane.’ 

‘Gunnar Franck — the one who was a sergeant pilot?’ 

‘That’s the one.’ 

The older man said, ‘You'll have to split them up. Once they start 
quarrelling like that they hardly ever get back as a team again. It’s 
too bad to let them go on?’ 

‘I think it is. Well, look at last time.’ 

Chesterton took out a cigarette, tapped it upon his thumb-nail, and 

‘lit up. ‘It’s a great pity,’ he said slowly. ‘A great pity to break up 
a crew like that.’ 

‘What’s more,’ said Dobbie drily, ‘it’s not so easy. I had them all 
in one by one before they went on leave and asked them if they’d 
like a change. They all said that they wanted to stay where they 
were.’ 

‘They did?’ 

‘Every one of them—Gunnar Franck and all. Even the radio- 
operator that got shot up wants to stay in that crew.’ He flipped the 
letter across to Chesterton. 

The squadron leader read it carefully. ‘What’s behind it?’ he 
enquired at last. 

‘I don’t think anything’s behind it. I think they just like him.’ 

‘But still you don’t think they can go on?’ 

‘No, I don’t,’ said Dobbie. ‘If we let it slide I think they’ll all be 
killed in some damn silly way. I think we've got to do something.’ 

The squadron leader read the letter through again. ‘What's the 
matter with Marshall?’ he enquired. ‘I always thought him quite a 
pleasant chap.’ 

‘He is,’ said Dobbie. ‘I like Marshall. It’s the usual, of course. He 
got mixed up with a young woman and she gave him a bump.’ 

‘Somebody on the station ?’ 

‘Yes; 

‘Who is it - do you know?’ 

‘Section Officer Robertson.’ 

‘Oh. The old squadron leader sat turning the letter idly over in 


his hand. It was tricky when W.A.A.F. officers were involved. He 


| 
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had had similar episodes once or twice before and it was always 
troublesome; it meant dealing with very senior W.A.A.F.s whose 
point of view was alien to him. He never understood their mental 
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processes in such matters; they were kind where he would have been 
stern, brutal where he would have been lenient. Queer people to 
deal with; when you started anything with them you never quite 
knew what would happen. 

‘She’s all right, isn’t she?’ he said at last. 

‘I think so,’ said Dobbie. ‘I think it’s all quite above board. The 
rear-gunner says she shot him down. I suppose that means he 
wanted to marry her.’ 

Chesterton nodded. ‘I should think that’s it. They’re the marrying 
sort — both of them.’ 

‘If that’s the way of it,’ said Dobbie irritably, ‘why the hell doesn’t 
she marry him?’ 

‘She’s very young,’ said Chesterton. He had two daughters him- 
self, both older than this girl and neither was married. 

‘The great adventure on this station isn’t bombing Germany,’ said 
Dobbie bitterly. ‘They don’t think anything of that. Falling in love 
is the big business here.’ : 

‘What else do you expect, considering the age we take them 
in?’ 

‘I don’t know. Anyway, what are we going to do about Marshall?’ 

Experience was here to help them; it was not the first time that 
they had had similar incidents at Hartley Magna. “You'll have to 
shift one or other of them,’ said Chesterton. “The sooner the better. — 
If what you say is right, Marshall will never settle down. You'd 
better get the girl shifted.’ 

‘Return her to store, and get another one?’ 

‘That’s it. She can go back to Group.’ 

‘I suppose that’s the right thing to do,’ said Dobbie doubtfully. 

‘I think it is,’ said Chesterton. ‘Look at it from Marshall’s point 
of view. He wants to marry this girl. She’s not having any. But yet 
they’ve got to rub shoulders in the mess every day in front of all 
the rest of us. It’s not fair on any man, that — especially a vigorous 
man like Marshall. I’m not surprised he’s getting bad-tempered. | 
should be.’ 

Dobbie said, ‘I’m rather surprised he hasn’t asked for a transfer.’ 

‘That’s the old business of the moth and the candle. But he will ask 
for a transfer. That'll be the next thing. If you want to keep him 
here, you'd better shift the girl.’ 

Dobbie picked up Corporal Leech’s letter from the desk and 
glanced it over again. ‘I'd like to have a crack at keeping him,’ he 
said. ‘I believe this crew might get on to its feet again. They all 
want to stay with him — every one of them. If we shift the girl he 
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may settle down. I think it’s worth trying. But it’s bad luck on the 


‘She'll be all right,’ said Chesterton. ‘She'll be just as well off as 
signals officer at Wittington or Charwick as she is here. She’ll be 
doing the same job.’ 

He paused. ‘I tell you what I’ll do. I'll slip over and see that Wing 
Officer at Group — Mrs Harding —and fix it up. I'll tell her we’ve 
got nothing against the girl.’ 

“You can tell her a bit more than that,’ said Dobbie. ‘The girl’s 
good at her job. She’s intelligent, and she’s quick, and she’s hard- 
working. The only thing we've got against her is that she doesn’t 
want to marry one of my pilots, who | don’t want married anyway.’ 

Tl tell Mrs Harding all that,’ said Chesterton. ‘I think she’ll under- 
stand. They’re very good, you know.’ 

Dobbie lit a cigarette, and blew out a long cloud of smoke. He 


sat silent for a minute, deep in thought. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said 


uneasily at last. “You never know how they'll take these things. She’s 
a good girl, and they’ve been very discreet. She may get a bad mark 
against her if we send her back to store over a thing like this. And 
if we crack her up and tell the Queen W.A.A.F. what a wizard girl 
She is, she’ll get a worse one.’ 

Chesterton smiled. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘we don’t want to pile it on 
too thick. You’d better stay out of this and let me handle it. You're 
too young. The Queen W.A.A.F. will think that my grey hairs make 
me pretty safe.’ 

‘She doesn’t know you,’ said the wing commander. 

There was a silence in the office for a minute. In the end Dobbie 
sat up briskly. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said incisively, ‘but I don’t like that 
way of handling it a bit. We've got to shift the girl, but I think she 
ought to ask for a transfer herself. She can go to her Wing Officer 
and ask to be moved to Charwick or Whittington. If they ask her 
why, she can say that she’s been bothered by one of the officers here, 
which happens to be true.’ 

‘I see your point,’ the squadron leader said thoughtfully. “That 
couldn’t possibly make any trouble. And we can back her up in 
that, and say that we think she’s behaved very well.’ 

Wing-Commander Dobbie pushed back his chair. “Well, that’s 
the way we'll take it,’ he said. ‘You have a talk with her and get her 
to put in to be transferred. Make it effective before Marshall comes 
back off leave, if you can.’ 

‘Me have a talk with her?’ said the squadron leader, in dismay. 

Dobbie laughed. ‘It’s your job,’ he said. ‘It’s administration. Besides 
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you've got daughters as old as Robertson, or older.’ 

‘I know I have,’ said Chesterton. ‘But I never muck about in 
things like this —I let them go their own way. What am I to say to 
Robertson ?’ 

The wing commander said, ‘Just tell her the truth. Tell her that 
Vickers don’t put much armour on the Wimpies because of the 
weight. Tell her that the crews who go and come without incident 
have secret armour. Tell her that the crews that come back safely 
are the crews without personal troubles, who sleep sound at nights 
and have fun in the daytime.’ He paused, considering his long expe- 
rience. 

‘The secret armour of a quiet mind,’ he said. ‘Tell her about that.’ 

‘You tell her,’ said Chesterton hopefully. “You know the lines.’ 

‘I’m too young,’ said the wing commander. ‘You just said so. You 
wanted to handle this. Well, go ahead and do it. 

‘All right.’ The squadron leader thought for a moment. ‘She’s just 
put in for week-end leave,’ he said. ‘I think I'll wait till Friday and 
put it to her just before she goes. Then she can get in touch with her 
Wing Officer next week.’ 

‘Do it any time you like,’ said Dobbie, ‘so long as she’s off the 
station before Marshall comes back.’ 

Chesterton went back into his office thoughtfully. If there was 
one job that he thoroughly disliked and dreaded it was anything to 
do with the disciplining of W.A.A.F. officers. He got very little 
practice at it for one thing; they had their own organization and 
seldom came before him in that way. Only once before during four 
years of total war had he been compelled to ask a young woman 
questions about her behaviour; on that occasion it had been a nice 
point which of them had been most frightened. 

He brooded over his problem for the next two days, rehearsing 
various openings, considering all the angles. When Friday came he 
was still unprepared, but set himself grimly to his task. He went 
up to Gervase in the ante-room before lunch. ‘Come along to my 
office this afternoon, will you?’ he said. ‘I’ve got one or two things 
to talk over. About three?’ 

Gervase said, ‘Yes, sir, and wondered what signals had to do 
with Chesterton, and whether something frightful had happened 
over one of her girls. She presented herself at his office at three 
o'clock with some misgivings. He greeted her with forced heartiness, 
made her sit down, and gave her a cigarette. 

He plunged straight into the matter without beating about the 
bush; it was better, he thought, to get it over quickly. ‘We’ve had a 
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* long talk about one of the crews,’ he said. “Wing-Commander Dobbie, 


and I. We're a bit worried about R for Robert. They used to be a 
very good, reliable crew. But last time they went out they got lost 
and landed up at Whitsand, just like a pack of boys straight in from 
the training school.’ . 

Gervase sat motionless, her heart right up in the middle of her 
throat. This wasn’t something frightful about one of her girls. This 
was something frightful about herself. 

The squadron leader went on, ‘When a crew goes off colour in 
that way, Wing-Commander Dobbie always tries to find out what's 
the matter, so that we can put it right if possible. In this case we 
found that there had been some friction, and there didn’t seem to be 
much reason for it. The crew all seem to like their captain, Flight- 
Lieutenant Marshall.’ 

Gervase raised her eyes. ‘I think they do,’ she said. ‘I was talking 
to the rear-gunner about it the other night.’ 

Chesterton smiled; the way seemed easier. ‘I thought perhaps you 
might be able to help us,’ he said. ‘I don’t really know what this 
trouble is about, but so far as I can see the captain is to blame for 
most of it.’ He paused, expectantly. 

A man of fifty is seldom a match for a young girl. He had talked 
too much and too slowly, and thereby made a tactical mistake. He 
had given Gervase ample time to recover her self-possession after 
the first shock of realizing that she herself was on the carpet. Now 
she was ready to parry any thrust. 

She smiled at him with innocent candour, ‘It is funny, isn’t it?’ 
she said. ‘We were all talking about it in our mess the other night. 
We couldn’t understand why such an experienced crew should start 
making mistakes. But then I met the rear-gunner and heard all about 
it. 1 don’t think you need worry about them now. I think they'll be 
all right when they go out next time.’ 

There was a momentary pause. ‘What makes you think that?’ he 
asked gravely. 

She said, ‘I’ve got them some fishing.’ 


CHAPTER SIX 


Beyond this place of wrath and tears 
Looms but the Horror of the shade; 

And yet the menace of the years 
Finds, and shall find, me unafraid. 


W.E. HENLEY. 
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The old squadron leader blinked in surprise, trying to focus his 
mind upon this new aspect of the matter, ‘I beg your pardon?’ he 
enquired. 

Gervase looked up at him in starry-eyed innocence. “The rear- 
gunner told me,’ she said. ‘You see, they’re all such keen fishermen 
in that crew, and they used to do it all together, But after the coarse 
fishing season ended in the middle of March things started to go 
wrong, and they got on each other’s nerves a bit, because they were 
all so bored with having nothing to do. I know it sounds silly, sir, 
but that’s what he said.’ 

She paused. ‘So I got permission for them to go fishing in a lake 
near here. It’s nothing to do with me, of course, but I thought it 
might help. I hope I’ve not done wrong.’ 

‘But if the fishing season is over, how can they go fishing?’ he 
asked in perplexity. It sounded to him to be a fishy sort of story 
altogether. 

Gervase smiled tolerantly at him. ‘Trout fishing starts in March, 
when the coarse fishing season ends,’ she said. ‘I got them some 
trout fishing.’ 

Chesterton thought of the flat country around Hartley, and the 
slow, muddy streams. ‘I didn’t know there was any round here,’ he 
said. ‘Tell me, how did you get hold of it?’ 

She had lain awake for half an hour on the Wednesday morning, 
after a long night’s sleep. She lay staring at the ceiling in a dream, 
thinking of Peter Marshall and of the warm pressure of his hand on 
hers, thinking of all the problems of their relationship, thinking with 
scared delight of the week-end which was going to plunge her deeper 
into trouble. From that she came to think about the crew and Serg- 
eant Phillips, and their fishing, and his phrase, ‘It’s weary when you 
don’t know what to do.’ 

And suddenly she thought: This is ridiculous. Trout fishing at that 
time of year was in full swing, and there were trout in Kingslake 
woods; she had seen them herself and poked at them with a stick. 
She had no idea who they belonged to, but that she could find out. 
Fired with the enthusiasm of youth she got up and had a bath. 

She rang up Mr Ellison at the tractor depot in the middle of the 
morning. She said, “This is Section Officer Robertson speaking, from 
the aerodrome. Do you remember me, Mr Ellison? I came to your 
pigeon shoot with Wing-Commander Dobbie in the jeep.’ 

He said, ‘I remember. Miss Robertson, is it?’ 

‘That’s right. Mr Ellison, you know everybody round here. Who 
lives in Kingslake House, over by Chipping Hinton?’ 
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‘Blowed if I know. I could find out for you.’ 

“Could you? I want to know this morning, if I can.’ She hesitated. 
‘Tl tell you what it’s about. There’s a lake there, with a lot of trout 
in it. Some of us were wondering if the owner of the house would 
let us go fishing there.’ 

‘I get you,’ he said. ‘Give you a ring back in half an hour.’ 

She went on with her work; he came through on the telephone 
later in the morning. ‘About those trout you want to fish,’ he said. 
“You haven’t got a hope. Nobody’s allowed near them.’ 

She said, “Who does the house belong to?’ 

“Well, there’s a Brigadier Carter-Hayes, who lives there with his 
mother, Mrs Carter-Hayes. They’re county people, all frightfully 
toffee-nosed and Poona. Brigadier Carter-Hayes is away, out some- 
where in the Middle East. There’s only the old lady there now, and 
she won’t let anybody near those fish. Seems like they’re a sacred 
trust she’s keeping for him.’ 

It did not sound too promising. She must be pretty old if she’s got 
a son who’s a brigadier,’ said Gervase. 

_ ‘Getting on for eighty. Runs the house with three maids, all over 
sixty. The tweeny is a child of sixty-three.’ 

Gervase thanked him, and rang off, and sat for a time slightly 
damped. Her beautiful idea now did not seem so good; at least, it 
would be difficult to realize. And then she thought that nothing 
would be lost by trying; if she went out to visit this old lady and to 
ask for permission for the crew of Robert to go fishing in the lake, 
the worst that could occur would be a smart rebuff, which wouldn’t 
hurt for long. 

She rode out that afternoon upon her bicycle. She rode on past 
the point where they had gone into the woods to find the badger, 
crossed a little stream that was the outlet from the lake up in the 
woods, and so came to the drive that led up to the house. 

It was a long drive, leading through a park studded with beech 
trees. There were a few sheep grazing, and some of them had lambs; 
she turned her head to watch them as she rode. She would have liked 
to have got off and sit upon the fence to study them for a little; it 
was sunny and bright, and pretty in the wooded park. But she had 
business to attend to; she had not come out there to look at lambs. 

She rode on, and came out in front of the house. It was sheltered 
and peaceful, surrounded in the front with beech trees and a wide 
mown lawn, and many rhododendron bushes. There was prunus in 
bloom, and currant; the house lay quiet in the sun in an atmosphere 


|. of old security. 
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Gervase leaned her bicycle against the wall, went up to the front 
door and rang the bell. The oak door opened presently, and she saw 
a grey-haired maid, very neat in servant’s costume of the last cen- 
tury, black dress, starched apron, and starched cap on the grey hair. 

Gervase said, ‘Good afternoon. Can I see Mrs Carter-Hayes?’ 

The old maid said deferentially, ‘I am sorry, madam. Mrs Carter- 
Hayes is not at home.’ 

The girl stared nonplussed. ‘I don’t want to be a nuisance,’ she said. 
‘But I’ve come a long way. Is Mrs Carter-Hayes away?’ 

The maid said severely, ‘Mrs Carter-Hayes is not at home to any- 
body to-day, madam.’ 

Gervase said, ‘Please, don’t you think she could see me just for a 
moment? I’ve bicycled seven miles from Hartley Magna because I 
wanted to see her, and if I can’t I’ll have to ride back and come out 
another day, and it’s fourteen miles each time.’ , 

The old maid said, ‘Oh madam, that is a long way.’ 

‘It is,’ said Gervase feelingly. ‘Couldn’t you ask her if she’d see me 
just for a minute?’ 

‘Mrs Carter-Hayes is not very well to-day. I could ask her, madam, 
seeing that you have come so far. May I have the card?’ 

Gervase said, ‘I’m sorry, but I haven’t got a card. Would you tell 
her that Miss Robertson would like to see her for a moment? I won’t 
stay.’ 

‘Does she know you, madam?’ 

‘No she doesn’t, I’m afraid.’ 

‘Would you step inside, madam?’ Gervase went forward into the 
hall, and the old maid closed the door carefully. ‘The wind is still 
cold, isn’t it?’ she said. She beamed at Gervase like a mother. ‘Now 
if you would wait for just one minute, madam. I will see if Mrs 
Carter-Hayes will see you, seeing that you’ve come all that way.’ She 
bustled off down the hall. 

Gervase stood looking around. There was a great smell of camphor 
and floor polish and old leather, the smell of an old country house 
maintained in the old manner. There was a silver salver on a table 
with a couple of cards on it; beside it three brass polished candlesticks 
with candles and match-boxes ready for use. There was a very large 
Burmese gong upon a stand, brilliantly polished; there was a bright 
fire burning in the hearth. Upon the walls were a few old, faded 
sporting prints; upon a bracket there was a little glass case containing 
a round shot half-buried in an ancient piece of timber. Gervase knew 
houses of that sort fairly well; there were many of them in the North 
Riding near her home. 
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The old maid reappeared. ‘Would you kindly step this way, 
madam ?’ 

She went forward with the maid, and was shown into a long 
drawing-room. Through the window at the far end of the room she 
saw a wide mown lawn, beyond that there were the woods and the 
little lake that she had visited with Peter, the first day of all. The 
sight of it gave her courage. 

She looked for her hostess. She saw a formidable old lady sitting 
very upright in a chair before the fire, gazing towards her; she wore 
a black dress unadorned except with a little white frill at the collar. 
Her thin grey hair was parted in the middle and drawn straight and 
severely back over her head; she had rather bushy black eyebrows 
and a white face. 

The door closed quietly behind Gervase. She said shyly, ‘Mrs 


_Carter-Hayes? My name is Robertson. It’s awfully good of you to 


peewee? 

The old lady said testily, “Well, come on in child, and don’t stand 
over by the door. What’s your other name?’ 

‘Gervase — Gervase Laura.’ She moved forward to the fire. 

‘I suppose your mother had been reading Tennyson. Bless me, 
what sort of costume have you got on? Is that a uniform?’ 

‘Yes —it’s Royal Air Force uniform. I’m a section officer.’ 

‘Well, turn round and let me see the back of it.’ 

Gervase rotated slowly, hoping that by doing so she was achieving 
trout fishing. ‘I think it’s very ugly and unwomanly,’ said the old 
lady decidedly, ‘but you look quite pretty in it. I suppose you must 
be a good-looking girl in decent clothes. You must be very young.’ 

‘’m twenty-one, Mrs Carter-Hayes.’ 

‘Do you have to polish all those buttons yourself every day?’ 

‘No — the batwoman does that for me. I used to have to when I 
was an airwoman.’ 

‘What’s an airwoman ?’ 

‘Like a private soldier. You have to start off in the ranks.’ — 

‘But you're a lady. Do you mean that you have to live with a lot 
of factory girls?’ 

‘Everybody has to start like that,’ said Gervase. ‘It’s rather a good 

hing.’ 
; os sounds to me to be a very bad thing, and most unsuitable for a 
young girl like you. I suppose you learned all sorts of language. And 
now do you have to look after the factory girls and try and stop 


them having babies?’ 
Gervase said, ‘I’m not on the welfare side. I’m a signals officer. 
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That means I look after the girls who work the wireless station and 
the radio telephone and the ordinary telephones. Somebody else 
takes care of their welfare, but of course I have to help them all 
I can.’ 

‘Dale told me that you had bicycled from Hartley Magna. Is that 
where all the aeroplanes come from, that keep flying over in the 
- middle of the night?’ 

‘Probably — or they may come from the aerodrome at Charwick. 
I think the Charwick ones may be the ones you hear. They’d pass 
right over here on their way out to the Ruhr.’ 

‘You don’t go with them?’ 

‘No —I stay on the ground and run the wireless.’ 

‘Well, what is it you wanted to see me about?’ 

Gervase hesitated, wondering how to put the matter of the trout 
fishing to this formidable old woman. “ 

‘Well, sit down if it’s going to take you a long time. Sit down there. 
Will you stay and have a cup of tea with me?’ 

Startled, Gervase said, ‘I'd like to awfully.’ And then she turned to 
the old lady. ‘It is going to take me a long time,’ she said. ‘It’s such 
a funny thing to ask.’ 

‘Ring that bell beside you.’ Gervase got up and rotated the old 
handle; a wire scraped in the wall and a bell sounded faintly in the 
house. “Well, tell me what it is.’ 

Gervase said, ‘It’s about one of our bomber crews. The men who 
fly one of the bombers over Germany. They’re all keen fishermen in 
that crew, and they’ve been all at sixes and sevens since the coarse 
fishing season stopped. I was wondering perhaps if they could come 
and fish in your lake when they’re off duty.’ 

The door opened behind her quietly. The old lady said, ‘Dale, 
bring some tea for this young lady.’ 

The door closed softly. She turned to Gervase. ‘My son had that 
lake stocked with little trout two years ago, before he went over- 
seas, in order that there might be good fishing when he came home,’ 
she said severely. ‘I have never allowed it to be fished, for that reason.’ 

Gervase thought, that was that. It was just as Ellison had told 
her; she might have saved her journey. But the old lady’s case was 
reasonable according to her standards; Gervase felt that she might 
talk all night, and do no good. 

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know it was like that. This crew 
need fishing very badly, and I thought perhaps this might be an 
opportunity.’ 

The old lady said, ‘My dear, you keep talking about a crew, and 
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I don’t know in the least what you mean. Is it the crew of a ship?’ 

Gervase said patiently, ‘No, it’s the crew of an aeroplane. We call 
the men who go in the bombers the crew. There are five in these 
aeroplanes.’ 

‘Five men?’ 

PLES. 

‘And do they fly the bomber over the Ruhr, and drop the bombs? 
Are those the men you call the crew?’ 

Stes. 

‘They must be very brave men to fly all that way over Germany 
at night.’ 

The thought was a new one to Gervase. She had been so intimately 
associated with them that she had never seen them in that light. ‘I 
think they are,’ she said slowly. ‘I think they’re very brave men.’ 

‘And this bomber crew that you say are all at sixes and sevens. 
What do you mean by that?’ 

Gervase said, ‘It’s a frightful strain on them, going out like that 
night after night.’ The door opened quietly behind her, and the old 
maid pushed in a rubber-tyred trolley with a silver teapot, delicate 
china, cake and bread and butter; she arranged this quietly between 
them as they talked. ‘Each night, some of them don’t come back; 
they just get — killed. But some of them go on, night after night and 
month after month. And the crews who do that are usually all great 
friends who know each other very well, because then they get to 
work together as a team.’ 

The old lady nodded. ‘My son always says that a good polo team 
is best made up of friends,’ she said. ‘That is what you mean?’ 

Gervase knew nothing about polo whatsoever, but she thought it 
safe to say, ‘That’s it.’ 

‘Well? What’s all this got to do with fishing? Do you take sugar 
With your tea?’ 

‘Please.’ She thought for a moment, and then said, ‘They all used 
to go fishing together until the coarse fishing season ended in March. 
It was their one big interest, and they all did it. Then when the season 
ended they hadn’t got anything to do, and they began sort of snap- 
ping at each other. It’s a frightful strain.’ She paused. ‘And then they 
began to make mistakes, and last time they were very nearly killed.’ 

The old lady gazed at her quizzically. ‘And so you thought if they 
could come and fish my lake they might get together again.’ 

Gervase turned to her, surprised at so much understanding. “That's 
exactly what I did think.’ 

‘Who are these men? Has the crew got a captain?’ 
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The girl nodded. ‘Flight-Lieutenant Marshall. All the rest are 
sergeants, except the wireless operator, who is a corporal.’ 

‘But do you mean to tell me that they all go out fishing together? 
The officer with the sergeants and the corporal?’ 

ese 

‘How very very odd,’ said the old lady shortly. 

There was a pause while she poured out tea with a very shaky hand, 
and gave the girl a slice of bread and butter. Gervase noticed that 
she took only very weak tea without milk or sugar herself, and a 
thin wafer biscuit. 

‘And which one is it that you are in love with?’ 

Gervase very nearly dropped her cup. This was worse than Pat 
Johnson. ‘I’m not in love with any of them,’ she said warmly. 

‘Well, which one is in love with you?’ 

Gervase was silent for a moment. She did not want to tell lies to 
this unpleasantly direct old lady; moreover, she was by no means 
sure that she would get away with it if she tried. ‘Peter Marshall,’ 
she said weakly. 

‘He is the officer — the captain?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Are you going to marry him?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ This was terrible. 

‘Well, make up your mind quickly and don’t keep him waiting too 
long. You can’t afford to dilly and dally in times like these.’ 

Deep down in her heart Gervase felt that it had been worth riding 
fourteen miles upon her bicycle to hear that said. But she was sud- 
denly inarticulate and filled her mouth with bread and butter to 
avoid having to reply, colouring a little. 

Very slowly and painfully the old lady raised herself from her 
chair and reached for an ebony stick. ‘My son thinks very highly of 
the Air Force,’ she said. ‘I am going to show you a letter that arrived 
from him only last week, the last letter we have had.’ 

She moved very slowly across the room to a walnut escretoire, 
selected a key from a bunch that she took from a pocket at her 
girdle, and unlocked a drawer. From the same pocket she extracted 
a spectacle-case, and put them on. She picked a letter from the 
drawer, took it from the field service envelope, and stood reading it. 
‘This is the one,’ she said slowly, ‘all about a carpet. Such a funny 
word to use.’ 

She moved back to her chair before the fire and sat down again. 
She examined the three pages of the letter carefully, selected the 
middle page, and handed it to Gervase. ‘That is the part, I think,’ she 


566 


said. ‘Read that, child.’ 

Gervase took the sheet. It was written unevenly in black Italian 
ink, as if by a hand unused to writing recently, forced to use as desk 
the tail-board of a truck or a petrol-can. It said: 


“The Air Force have been magnificent all through. We should never 
have got through the wadis except for their help. They laid what 
Tedder calls a carpet for us; all day, over and over again they came 
down to ground level ahead of us, shooting up everything they saw 
resisting the advance, and bombing all the anti-tank positions. It was 
magnificent, but it was very costly to them because the Germans 
have plenty of light flak. Over and over again in the last few days 
we have found crashed Hurricanes and Kittihawks in our advance, 
scores of them, some with the body of the pilot still in the seat. 
The Germans are resisting desperately; if we get through to Tunis 
it will be because of what these Air Force boys are doing to prepare 


the ground ahead of us and their self-sacrifice.’ 


Gervase handed back the letter gravely. ‘Thank you for showing 
me,’ she said. 

The old lady took the sheet and placed it in the envelope with the 
others and laid it carefully upon the table at her side. ‘Iam sure if my 
son were here he would want to help you,’ she said gently. ‘If fishing 
in the lake will really be some good to your crew, I do not think he 
would want me to refuse it. After all, the lake can always be re- 


_ stocked when you have taken all the fish out of it.’ 


Gervase said, ‘That’s terribly kind of you, Mrs Carter-Hayes. We’d 
pay for the re-stocking.’ 

The old lady sat up. ‘Mind you, I am not going to have the whole 
Air Force tramping through my garden and upsetting everything. 
Write down the names of these men, the crew, and I will write a 
little note to invite them.’ She passed a pad and pencil to Gervase. 

The girl wrote down all the names and addresses; the old lady 
took the sheet and studied it. ‘Sergeant Pilot Franck,’ she said. ‘What 
an odd name. Is he English?’ 

Gervase said, ‘He’s a young Dane. A medical student before the 
war. He is the navigator — the most senior of them, next to Flight- 
Lieutenant Marshall.’ 

‘How odd.’ 

There was a short silence; Gervase began to think about going. 
But presently the thin old lady said: 

‘Have all these sergeants and corporals got rods for fly-fishing?’ 
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Gervase said, ‘I don’t suppose so, because they’re only used to 
coarse fishing. But don’t worry about that—they’ll get them fast 
enough. They aren’t badly paid.’ 

‘Somebody was telling me that it is very difficult to buy fishing 
tackle of any sort now. Are you going to fish with them yourself?’ 

Gervase smiled. ‘I’ve only tried once or twice, and then the line 
was always getting caught up. I’d like to try again, if I might.’ 

The old lady reached slowly for her stick and struggled to her feet. 
‘Let us go and see in the gun-room,’ she said. ‘I know there are several 
rods there.’ 

She moved very slowly from the room out into the hall; Gervase 
following behind her step by step. She moved down the passage to a 
closed door, which she unlocked with a key from her reticule. They 
went forward into a little room, dim with a drawn blind; the old 
lady moved forward to the window and snapped the blind up, flood- 
ing the room with light. Gervase looked around. 

On one side of the room were drawers and cupboards, covered with 
a thin film of dust. In the middle was a deal kitchen table. On the 
other side of the room there was a small iron fireplace, flanked on 
the one side by a glass case containing half a dozen guns, on the other 
side by a row of hooks from which eight or ten rods in their fabric 
bags hung suspended. The old lady moved over to these and began 
handling them. 

‘This is a trout rod,’ she said slowly, ‘and this one. This — no, this 
must be a spinning rod, and those two are for salmon. This is another 
trout rod, I think.’ She laid the trout rods one by one upon the table. 
‘And the reels and the lines used to be in this drawer. Here they are.’ 

Gervase said, ‘It’s awfully good of you to take so much trouble, 
Mrs Carter-Hayes.’ 

‘If your friends have any difficulty in buying their own tackle 
they may borrow any of these things, my dear. Only they must keep 
them here and not take them away.’ 

‘Of course,’ said Gervase. ‘Are you sure your son won’t mind 
them being used ?’ 

‘Oh no-—these are the rods he keeps here for his friends to use 
when they come to stay.’ She bent painfully and opened a cupboard 
and pulled out a little leather case about four feet long and opened 
it upon the table. Inside upon a bed of red fabric there was a beautiful 
little rod with its reel. “This is the rod my son always uses,’ she 
said. ‘If you want to fish yourself you may use this one. It’s very 
light. But I would rather that nobody else used it, except you.’ She 
took up the butt joint in her gnarled old hand. ‘I used to fish with 
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a little rod like this,’ she said, ‘when I was a girl your age. A great 
many years ago.’ 

Gervase said, ‘Are you sure your son won’t mind me using it?’ 

‘Oh no. It will do it good to be used.’ 

She turned to the drawers and began opening them one by one. 
‘There are a lot of flies here somewhere, I know,’ she said. ‘Not those 
— those are salmon flies. I think these must be the ones, oh yes, and 
here are the casts.’ She turned to Gervase. ‘Everything is here in these 
drawers,’ she said. “You may use anything you like. I will tell Dale, 
and she will let your friends in here when they come, and then they 
can go and fish as often as they like.’ 

She moved from the room out into the passage. ‘Now I am going 
to turn you out,’ she said. “At my age one gets tired very soon. Thank 
you for coming to see me, my dear.’ 

Gervase said, ‘It’s terribly kind of you to do all this for us, Mrs 
Carter-Hayes.’ 

‘Not at all. If you decide to marry that young man, bring him in 
for me to have a look at.’ 

Gervase laughed awkwardly, and left, and rode back to Hartley 
very pleased with herself. She went first to her office at Headquarters; 
on her table there was a message scribbled on a message pad asking 
her to ring up Mr Ellison. 

She sat down and called his number. He said, ‘Oh, look, Miss 


' Robertson. I’ve been hearing a bit more about that Kingslake House. 


I wouldn’t go out there, if I were you.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Leave it a bit. You know I said there was a son who was a brigadier 
in the Army? Well, he’s been killed out in Tunisia. The old lady only 
got the news yesterday.’ 


CHAP TER SE VEN 


And it’s buy a bunch of violets for the lady 

(It’s lilac time in London; it’s lilac time in London!) 
Buy a bunch of violets for the lady 

While the sky burng blue above: 
On the other side the street you'll find it shady 

(It’s lilac time in London; it’s lilac time in Londont!) 
Buy a bunch of violets for the lady 

And tell her she’s your own true love. 


ALFRED NOYES. 
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Squadron Leader Chesterton went into the wing commander’s office. 
‘l’ve been talking to that girl Robertson,’ he said. 

‘Put the hard word to her?’ 

‘It’s not quite so easy as we thought. She’s much more mixed up 
in the Robert business than I knew.’ 

‘Mixed up in it?’ 

‘That’s right. She says that crew will be all right from now on, 
because she’s got them some fishing.’ 

Dobbie stared at the older man. “That’s a new one,’ he said slowly. 
‘Let’s have the gen on that.’ 

Chesterton told him briefly what he had heard from Gervase; in the 
end he laughed a little ruefully. ‘So after that I piped down and let 
her go off on her week-end,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d want to think 
about it a bit more.’ 

“You didn’t tell her that we wanted her to ask to be shifted away ?’ 

‘No, I didn’t. I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea.’ 

Dobbie sat for a moment deep in thought. Whoever ran an air 
station successfully in time of war inevitably became an amateur 
psychologist; the wing commander was very well aware of the power 
of occupations and hobbies to keep his young men happy. It was 
perfectly true that Marshall and all his crew were keen fishermen; 
if this girl had got them fishing in the neighbourhood it might well 
be a real factor in the revival of their efficiency, which he ought 
not to disregard. 

‘I suppose the girl’s right in on this?’ he asked. ‘No girl, no fishing?’ 

‘Well, she’s the one who’s raced around and got it for them.’ 

There was a silence in the office. Dobbie sat staring out of the 
window at the wide reaches of the aerodrome, thoughtful. ‘She’s got 
us foxed,’ he said at last. ‘If we push her back to Group they’ll lose 
this fishing, and they’l] all get bloody-minded about that.’ 

‘I think she’s got us foxed all right,’ said Chesterton. ‘If you’re 
going to try this fishing scheme of hers, you'll have to let her stay.’ 

The wing commander lit a cigarette. ‘Where is this trout fishing?’ 
he asked. ‘If I let her get away with this, I’m going to have a smack 
at her trout.’ 

‘Chipping Hinton,’ said the adjutant. ‘But look, what about 
Marshall? What are you going to do about him?’ 

‘If she stays here she’s got to play fair with Marshall,’ said Dobbie. 
‘Tm not going to have him mooning round the mess like a sick cow.’ 

‘That’s probably what’s in the wind,’ said Chesterton. ‘She’s prob- 
ably made up her mind she wants to marry him. That’s why she’s 
taken so much trouble about this fishing.’ 
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The wing commander sat up suddenly. ‘If she’s going to marry 
him, I wish to hell she’d get on with it,’ he said irritably. ‘I’m fed up 
with her. If young women would just stop and think before they 
shoot the boy friend down, we'd have a lot more pilots.’ 

The old squadron leader nodded. ‘Girls have to be very wise these 
days,’ he said. 

‘So do commanding officers,’ said Dobbie. ‘I’m going to get a job 
as Aunt Ethel in Betty’s Weekly when the war’s over.’ 

There was a pregnant silence. 

“What are you going to do, then?’ asked the adjutant. ‘Let things 

take their course a bit?’ 
_ ‘LT know what I'd like to do,’ said Dobbie viciously. ‘I’d take them 
both and lock them up together in a bedroom for a week, and feed 
them rations through the ventilator. I’m fed up with this damned 
nonsense.’ 

‘Tm afraid we might have trouble with the Queen W.A.A.F. if we 
did that.’ 

‘Pity.’ 

In the end they decided to do nothing at all. 

Gervase travelled up to London next morning, and got to Padding- 
ton before lunch. Marshall was waiting at the barrier to meet her; 
she greeted him rather shyly as he took her case. 

‘Hullo, Peter.’ 

‘Hullo, Gervase. I got your letter. Look, what would you like to 
do? Would you like to go and have lunch at the Zoo?’ 

Her face lit up. ‘Oh, that’d be fun!’ She had been apprehensive 
about this week-end, fearing that she was going to have to spend 
most of it fending off passion. This suggestion of the Zoo put matters 
on a different plane; if there was passion in the offing, at any rate 
there was a bit of fun attached to it. 

‘Okay. Look, shall we park your bag in the cloak-room and pick 
it up later on?’ 

She agreed, and they left her suitcase, and secured a taxi with 
some difficulty. It was bright and sunny and warm; the top of the 
taxi was down and they drove through the streets to Regent’s Park 
sitting fairly close together, but not touching. By the time they got 


_ there they were very happy. 


They lunched in the restaurant by a window looking out over the 
gardens, Gervase a little thoughtful. She had to tell Marshall some 
time during the afternoon about the fishing; now that the time 
had come she was unsure, afraid that he would be angry with her 
for having meddled in his trouble with his crew. The more she 
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thought of it the more difficult it seemed; constraint descended on 
them as the meal went on, and one or two long silences came which 
neither quite knew how to deal with. 

It was a relief when the meal was over and they could get out to 
the animals. The elephant house did not seem to Gervase to be very 
suitable for finesse, nor did the atmosphere of the lion house 
engender confidences. The monkey house was fun but quite unsuit- 
able for her purpose, and though the reptile house was quiet and 
dim, it was a little sinister. But then he took her into the Aquarium, 
and she took courage from the fish. This was the place, she thought, 
if anywhere. 

In the semi-darkness they paused by a green translucent window 
of trout. Gervase felt that she would never get a better opening than 
this; she turned to Marshall. ‘I’ve got something to tell you about 
trout, Peter.’ 4 

He glanced down and met her eyes, and thought again how lovely 
she was. ‘About trout?’ 

She hesitated for a moment. ‘I was talking to Sergeant Phillips the 
other night,’ she said. ‘He told me how bored he’d been when the 
fishing season stopped, and Gunnar Franck and Leech, too, hanging 
about the camp with nothing to do. And I remembered where we 
saw the trout that day in Kingslake Woods, and I went and asked 
the old lady in the house if she would mind if your crew went and 
fished for them,’ 

‘What did she say?’ 

‘She said they might. She’s got a lot of rods and things there, too, 
that they can use.’ 

‘Am I in on this?’ 

‘If you want to be.’ There was a little pause; she raised her eyes 
to his. “You aren’t angry because I did that?’ 

Impulsively he reached down for her hand and captured it. ‘Of 
course not,’ he said. ‘Whatever made you think I should be angry?’ 

She was relieved, both by his words and by the pressure of his 
hand, warm and friendly. ‘I thought you might be cross because I’d 
been meddling,’ she said. “We could have talked it over if you’d been 
at Hartley.’ 

He raised her hand to waist level, and now held it in captivity 
with both of his, ‘Did you really think that I’d be angry with you 
for meddling in my business?’ he said. ‘Seems to me you haven’t got 
the right idea at all.’ 

She glanced up and saw that he was laughing, and the tension was 
relaxed, and she laughed too. ‘It was only this once,’ she said. ‘I’m 
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not going to go on meddling in your affairs as a regular thing.’ 

He said gravely, ‘Of course not.’ She looked up again and saw that 
he was laughing at her now, and she coloured a little and tried to 
remove her hand. But he had got it. . 

‘Let me have a look at this,’ he said. ‘I’ve never examined it before.’ 
He looked down at her hand, slim and white and tapering in his own. 
“You don’t use nail-polish do you?’ he asked. 

‘No. I just rub them over with the little pad thing.’ 

‘You don’t need varnish and stuff on them.’ 

‘I just can’t be bothered with all that.’ 

‘What’s this little scar?’ 

They bent over her hand together. ‘That’s where | cut it, cutting 
ham for mother. It bled all over the ham.’ 

‘Made it a bit more tasty, I suppose.’ 

‘Don’t be foul.’ 

‘All right.’ They stood together by the golden-green window; he 
was still holding her hand and she was content to let him do so. ‘Let 
me have a good look at you,’ he said. 

Gervase raised her eyes to his. ‘All right.’ 

He drew back a little, but still held her hand. She stood there 
looking up at him, feeling his gaze playing over her noticing the 
firm line of his chin, the brown muscles at his neck. ‘You cut your- 
self shaving,’ she said. 

‘I was all of a doo-dah this morning,’ he said. He grinned down 
at her. ‘You’ve got just a little lipstick on, haven’t you?’ he said. 
‘Just a touch?’ 

She nodded. 

‘But nothing on your cheeks — no rouge or anything?’ 

‘I seem to get by all right without it,’ Gervase said. ‘All I use is 
powder.’ She coloured a little, thinking how peculiar it was that she 
didn’t mind being stared at in this way, that she was answering such 
personal questions. And thinking so, she decided that it was time 
to bring this toa close and go on looking at the fish, and so she glanced 
at the trout, and said, ‘Have you seen all you want to?’ 

Marshall said, ‘Oh—er, yes.’ She looked up at him curiously and 
saw that the corners of his mouth were twitching, and that he was 
trying not to laugh. She wondered for a moment, and then laughed 
"with him. ‘I think you're a pig,’ she said. “You know I didn’t 
/mean .. .’ She turned, still laughing with him, and embarrassed. 
‘Come on, let’s look at some more fish.’ 
| They paused before the pike in genuine interest. ‘That’s what you 
_ ate a bit of,’ said the pilot. ‘Remember?’ Gervase remembered very 
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well; it was dim in the hall before the pike-tank, and there was no-- 
body much about, and it seemed a pity to lose touch altogether by 
letting go hands. And so they wandered on from tank to tank in the 

dim light, talking about the fish and unobtrusively holding fingers 
linked down by their side. 

And presently they went out into the sunlight of the gardens, and 
the first thing that they saw was a captain in the Tank Corps walking 
hand-in-hand with a corporal in the A.T.S. 

‘Look at that,’ said Marshall quietly. ‘It’s what you have to do 
here. Custom of the country.’ Five minutes later the Tank Corps 
captain coming out of the Pets’ Corner saw Gervase and Marshall 
standing hand-in-hand and laughing at the penguins and said the same 
thing to his corporal, and so everyone was happy. 

They spent a quarter of an hour with the penguins, and then they 
left the gardens and went back in a taxi to the station to collect her 
suitcase, and then back in the same taxi to the aunt at Hampstead, 
where she was to stay the night. And when the meter of the taxi 
clicked up to nine shillings, Gervase said, ‘Peter, we can’t go on 
running up taxis at this rate. We'll be ruined.’ 

‘All right. Let’s.’ 

‘Anyway, I’m going to pay half,’ 

‘Over my dead body.’ 

She turned to him as they went past Swiss Cottage. ‘No, honestly, 
I must pay half.’ 

He grinned at her. “You’ve got me some nice fishing. I owe you for 
that, anyway. If you'd feel safer paying half and half, Gervase, I'll 
take your money even if it breaks me heart. But I’d much rather not.’ 

‘I don’t feel like that, Peter,’ she said slowly. ‘But I always have 
paid half and half when I’ve been out with people.’ 

‘I’ve got eleven pounds,’ he said. ‘If we get through that I’ll come 
down on you.’ 

She was shocked. ‘But Peter, we can’t go spending money like 
that!’ 

He said, “You see.’ The taxi drew up at the block of flats that was 
Aunt Mary’s residence, and they abandoned the discussion. 

Aunt Mary was a spinster about fifty years of age, who worked at 
the Red Cross. She was only partially effectual; her interests chiefly 
were in the Universal Language and in the League of Health and 
Beauty; she held strong views on vivisection, and disliked the Nazis. 
She welcomed Gervase cordially and was interested and polite to the 
young man that Gervase had brought with her. Half-way through 
tea Aunt Mary woke up to the realization that she had never seen 
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Gervase looking so pretty; that she was positively radiant. Aunt 
Mary decided that she would have to write a little note to her sister, 
Gervase’s mother. 

Gervase went to change in her bedroom, and Marshall went into 
the bathroom for a wash, and then sat on talking to Aunt Mary until 
Gervase was ready. He found Aunt Mary troublesome. Her work was 
concerned with the despatch of Red Cross parcels to prisoners of war, 
and she was anxious to find out all she could about the recipients. 
After nearly eighteen months in Bomber Command, Marshall knew 
a good deal about prisoners of war; much of what he knew was 
secret and all of it was distasteful to him. It seemed to him to be 
unhealthy to spend your time in speculation what would happen 
to you after you had been shot down, as unhealthy as the business 
man who displays keen curiosity about the procedure in bankruptcy. 
He answered her many questions politely but reluctantly, and was 
relieved when Gervase came to set him free. 

She was in her pastel-blue dance frock, with the silver slippers. 
Her mother had chosen it for her, so it was simple; she wore no 
jewellery because she only had a couple of lockets and a brooch or 
two. There was nothing, really, to make Peter Marshall feel that he 
had just picked up a thousand-pound bank-note; only Gervase in a 
civilian frock with rather more Gervase and rather less frock than 
he was accustomed to seeing. He thought she was most ravishingly 
beautiful. 

Aunt Mary lent her a fur coat as a cloak and gave her the latch- 
key; then they were ready to go. As they went down the stairs arm- 
in-arm Marshall said, ‘Got your money with you?’ 

She glanced at him. ‘Only a few shillings, Peter. I’m not going to 
let you spend eleven pounds, or anything like it.’ 

‘It wasn’t that that I was thinking of,’ he said. ‘I was thinking that 
you'd better pay half and half after all. You want all the safety you 
can get in that frock.’ 

She laughed, and they went forward happily together, and found 
a taxi and drove to the Piccadilly and had a dry Martini before going 
to the theatre. And while they were drinking this the pilot said, 
‘What are we going to do to-morrow?’ 

_ Gervase glanced at him. ‘I hadn’t thought about to-morrow. I 
_ ought to stay and see something of Aunt Mary.’ 

‘When have you got to be back at Hartley?’ 
| T’ve got to be back there to-morrow night. That means the four 
| o’clock train from Paddington.’ 

‘I thought it would be nice to get some sandwiches and have the 
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day in Kew Gardens.’ He paused. ‘All the spring flowers will be out — 
now.’ 
Gervase said innocently, ‘We could take Aunt Mary with us.’ He 
looked up and saw that she was laughing at him, and he said, “You 
can see all you want to of Aunt Mary next month. I told you I was 
going to work you hard this month.’ 

Gervase thought for a moment. Spring flowers sounded lovely; she — 
had never been to the Botanical Gardens at Kew, and she wanted to 
go. Curiously the memory of the old lady in Kingslake House came 
to her mind, and her words, ‘Make up your mind quickly, and don’t 
keep him waiting too long. You can’t afford to dilly and dally in 
times like these.’ She knew that that advice was right. A month should 
be time enough for her to make her mind up whether she wanted to — 
spend her life married with Peter Marshall; in any case, that was all 
the time she had. It would be unfair to him to keep the matter drag- 
ging on longer than that, she felt; a girl of any character should know 
her mind within a month. But here they were with nearly a week of 
that month already gone, and in that week they had met twice and 
written once each. When he got back to Hartley things would be 
constrained and difficult at their meetings in the mess. Time was 
denied to them, and opportunities were rare; she must not be silly 
over the ones they had, in fairness to themselves. 

She smiled at him. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll work. I don’t know 
what Aunt Mary will think.’ 

‘I do,’ he said. 

‘So do I,’ said Gervase. ‘But it isn’t true.’ 

‘Of course not,’ he said gravely. They caught each other’s eye and 
burst out laughing, and got up and went off to the theatre. 

They came out some hours later, weak with laughter, having held 
hands throughout each dim-lit act and moved decorously apart during 
each interval. They did not know their way about the Savoy, and 
that made their entrance into a pleasant adventure; presently they 
found themselves at the table that Marshall had reserved on the edge 
of the dance floor. 

They started off with a smart argument about the drink. ‘We’ve 
not got to champagne yet,’ said Gervase firmly, ‘and for all I know 
we never will. And, anyway, we can’t afford it.’ 

‘This night of all nights,’ said Marshall. 

‘This night of all nights,’ said Gervase, ‘I’ve evidently got to keep 
my wits about me. I'll have ginger-ale.’ She compromised to the 
extent of having gin in it; the wine waiter departed very much 
annoyed with her. 
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They dined well because they were very hungry, and they danced 
well enough to satisfy each other which was all that mattered to 
them. They laughed at the cabaret and danced again, and suddenly 
it was midnight and everything was packing up. The car that Marshall 
had ordered was waiting for them, and they drove back to Hamp- 
stead, sitting very close together and arm-in-arm. 

At the flats Marshall told the car to wait, and took Gervase in and 
up the stairs. In the dim passage she said, ‘I’ve had a lovely, lovely 
day, Peter. Thank you for being so nice to me.’ 

They paused together. ‘Better than you thought it would be?’ he 
enquired. 

She hesitated. “Yes, it has been,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t sure if I really 
wanted to come, but I’m glad I did.’ 

He smiled. ‘I know. You were afraid I’d breath hot love all over 
you and make a rude suggestion in the taxi.’ 

She laughed awkwardly; it was exactly what she had been afraid 
of. ‘I wasn’t,’ she declared. ‘You aren’t that sort of person.’ 

‘Don’t you believe it,’ said the pilot. ‘I’ll make a rude suggestion 
quick enough as soon as | think you want to hear it.’ He took her 
hand. ‘But I don’t think you do.’ 

She shook her head; it was an odd sort of conversation, she thought, 
but she was not annoyed. ‘No, I don’t.’ Standing with him in the dim 
hallway, hand-in-hand, the queer thought came to her that no sug- 
gestion he might make could ever be rude because he wanted to 
marry her, and that seemed to cover everything. She said, ‘After all, 
you made your rude suggestion weeks ago in asking me to marry 
you.’ 

‘I did that, said Marshall. ‘And I'll make it again if you give me 
half a chance.’ 

He had both her hands by this time. ‘Would it spoil things if I 
kissed you?’ he asked gently. 

She did not answer; ten seconds later she could not have answered 
if she had wanted to. He was a comprehensive kisser, she decided 
breathlessly; she said, ‘Peter, I don’t want to be eaten alive.’ 

Holding her in his arms, he said, ‘Then you oughtn’t to smell so 
nice. You'd better go to the chemist and get something for it.’ 

She laughed softly and stood there in his arms, feeling comforted, 
secure, and infinitely alive. And standing so they talked in low tones 
about their arrangements for the next day, how he would call for 
her at about eleven, having gathered up some sandwiches somehow 
or other. And presently they kissed again more gently, and she slid 
out of his arms and vanished into Aunt Mary’s flat. Marshall went 
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down to the waiting car and was driven back to his hotel, tired and 
content. 

Morning found Marshall sitting on his bed in the Cumberland 

Hotel polishing his buttons to go out with Gervase, and found Gervase 
sitting on her bed in Aunt Mary’s flat polishing her buttons to go 
out with Marshall. Eleven o’clock found them simulating regret at 
parting with Aunt Mary, whom they had treated very badly, and 
walking out into the Hampstead street carrying Gervase’s suitcase 
and a large packet of sandwiches. 

They found a taxi presently and went to Paddington to park the 
suitcase. And there it seemed to them that it was getting on for 
lunch-time, and it was a pity to rush things, and the six-forty-five 
Was quite a good train, after all. So they crammed the sandwiches 
into a suitcase and went by Underground to Piccadilly, and up into 
the sunlight again. And as they walked around looking for some- 
where to have lunch it seemed prudent to them to go hand-in-hand 
in case they might get separated and waste time looking for each 
other, and that was quite all right because everybody else seemed to 
be doing the same thing. 

_ They lunched at a little place in Jermyn Street, which set them 

back the thick end of two pounds, and came out pleasantly full and 
very pleased with themselves. And having investigated the state of 
the exchequer and discovered that they still had two pounds fifteen 
left before Gervase took over the expenditure, they took a taxi to 
Kew Gardens at considerable expense. They had the top down for 
the sun, and soon discovered that that made it draughty, so there 
was no point in sitting at opposite ends of the seat. Indeed, by the 
time they crossed Kew Bridge they were getting along so well that 
Marshall suggested they had better tell the driver to turn round and 
go back to Picadilly. 

Gervase detached her arm, sat upright and adjusted her cap before 
the mirror. ‘I won’t do anything of the sort,’ she said. ‘I want to see 
Kew.’ 

‘Pity,’ said Marshall. ‘I was just going to bring out my rude sug- 
gestion. I’d got it out and sort of dusted it, all ready.’ 

She laughed. ‘Never mind. I’ll let you spring it on me some day 
as a great surprise.’ 

He said anxiously, ‘Promise you'll be shocked?’ 

Gervase said, ‘Of course I'll be shocked, Peter. I’ll say, “Oh, Mr 
Marshall, whatever made you think I was that sort of girl!” ’ 

‘That'll do,’ he said, a little grudgingly, ‘but you'll have to get more 
feeling into it. Burst into tears and say something about your mother.’ 
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‘Tl remember,’ said Gervase obediently. 

They paid off the taxi and went into the gardens hand-in-hand, 
because you never quite knew what you might not meet in a 
Botanical Garden, as Marshall pointed out. It was, perhaps, as well 
they did not meet the W.A.A.F. Police. 

It was beautiful in the gardens. It was the middle of April, but after 
the open winter everything was a month early, and the lilac was in 
bloom, and the laburnum, and magnolias. The whole place was a 


‘riot of colour in the sunlight; every glade was full of blossoming 


trees. The pilot and the section officer walked over the short grass 
silent with wonder; it was so beautiful that they could hardly speak 
about it. Once Gervase stopped, somewhere near the Pagoda, and 
said quietly, ‘I’ve never seen anything so lovely in my life. Peter, did 
you know that it would be like this?’ 

He shook his head. ‘I knew it would be good, but not like this.’ 

They sat down presently and talked and talked and talked. They 
told each other all about their homes, about their parents, about 
their brothers and sisters, about their schools, their interests, their 
lives. And in a flash the time slipped by till it was after five, and 
they must be beginning to get back to Paddington if Gervase was to 
catch her train. 

‘It seems a shame to have to go,’ said Gervase. ‘It’s so lovely here.’ 

‘T’ll be back at Hartley next week,’ said Marshall. “We'll go out 
and have a crack at your fishing.’ 

She smiled. ‘That’ll be fun.’ 

He hesitated. ‘You know I’ve only got five more operational flights 
to do?’ he said quietly. ‘Before I’ve done my second tour?’ 

She stared at him. ‘Oh, Peter, I never thought of that. Does that 
mean you'll be leaving Hartley?’ 

He nodded. ‘After five more trips.’ 

‘How long for?’ 

He said, ‘I was grounded for three months after the first one; they 
sent me to Stamford. But I don’t think I'll be coming back to Hartley 
at all.’ He was fingering her hand. ‘They don’t make us go on for a 
third tour in Bomber Command, unless we volunteer,’ he said. ‘I’m 
not so keen on Germany as that. I want to get back to Coastal for a 
change, and fly a Liberator in daylight.’ 

She said, ‘So you'll be leaving altogether.’ 

He nodded. ‘After five more trips.’ 

‘You could get through those in a fortnight,’ Gervase said. ‘Then 
you'd be going.’ 

‘I know.’ He glanced at her, and they were now both deadly 
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serious. ‘The one thing we haven’t got is time. I wanted you to know 
that — in case it might make a difference.’ 

She said, ‘I’ll remember that, Peter. Thank you for telling me.’ 

‘I was wondering about next Sunday,’ he said. ‘If I came back to | 
the camp on Saturday, could you arrange to get Sunday off, all day, 
so that we could try the fishing before the crew come back?’ 

‘I could if there isn’t an operation on,’ she said. She smiled at him. 
‘People will pull your leg if you get back before your leave is up.’ 

He laughed. ‘I can wear it. Will they pull yours?’ 

She said, ‘It’s different with us. We get asked if our intentions are 
strictly honourable.’ 

They laughed together, and presently they got up, and he took fier 
back to Paddington by bus and train. 

In the station they retrieved her bag from the cloak-room. And 
then, because the train was likely to be full of Air Force going back 
to Hartley or the Group off week-end leave, they went nosing round 
the outskirts of the station for a quiet corner, and presently found 
one, dim lit, between a deserted mail-van and a pile of fish-boxes, with 
nobody about. And here they put the suitcase down and he kissed 
her, and they stood quietly together for a while, enjoying the last 
minutes, 

‘Tve had a lovely time,’ Gervase said sia ‘Thank you for every- 
thing, Peter.’ 

He kissed her again, and presently they broke it up and she went 
off alone to catch the Oxford train. He stood among the fish-boxes 
and watched her through the crowd till she was out of sight. 

Gervase got back to Hartley four hours later, happy enough, but 
tired to death. She went straight up to bed without waiting to have 
supper; as she undressed she ate a few of the sandwiches that they 
had put into her suitcase earlier in the day. She was so sleepy that 
she went to bed with a half-eaten sandwich still in her hand. 

In the few minutes before sleep came to her she thought of Marshall 
and his work. She was very glad his time in bombers was drawing to 
a close; he was a good bomber pilot, but she knew he would be 
happier in Coastal. No man, she thought, could really be happy in 
the risks and hazards of night bombing; you could be used to it and 
do it as a function of the war, but it was as unpleasant as riding in a 
tank. When he had done his second tour he would deserve to have a 
job that was fun; he wanted to fly a Liberator in Scotland, and he 
deserved to get what he wanted. She wondered, half asleep, if she 
would like Scotland. But that, she reflected, was quite premature, 
because she hadn’t made up her mind if she even liked Peter Marshall. 
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Not nearly yet. She was smiling as she drifted into sleep. 
She got a letter from him punctually by the first post on Tuesday 
-morning, and read it in the privacy of her room. She answered it on 
Tuesday afternoon, when she was supposed to be resting for the 
coming operation, which was Dusseldorf. She spent the night on 
duty out at the Group W/T station. That night twenty-two machines 
left Hartley Magna. Sixteen came back, one landed in Essex, the crew 
of one baled out near Guildford, and four failed to return altogether. 

She got another letter from him on Thursday, and on Thursday 
night the Wing went to Essen. Twenty-six machines took off, one 
of which hit a tree a mile away and crashed in a great sheet of flame 
that lit up the whole aerodrome. Twenty-one landed back at Hartley, 
one put down in Kent, and three failed to return. In the short space 
of two days the Wing had lost eight machines. 

At Group Headquarters the next day Wing-Commander Dobbie 
had a long talk with the Air-Commodore. Dobbie was looking drawn 
and tired; he had flown all night in L for London with Sergeant Pilot 
Hogg, but instead of sleeping he had come to Group to talk about his 
casualties. ‘There’s no reason to make any change,’ he said. ‘It’s just 
the luck of the game — two months ago we did six ops right off and 
never lost a machine. We’ve just had bad luck on these last two. 
There was nothing in last night’s show that was at all unusual.’ 

The Air Commodore nodded. ‘I think that’s right. Charwick lost 
nobody at all last night. Wittington lost one. How are your crews 
taking it?’ Bi 

The wing commander made a slight grimace. ‘Not quite so good,’ 
he said. ‘They’re all so young. . . . I was going to ask if you could 
rest us for a week, and let me get them up on the top line before the 
next one.’ 


Pil try.’ 
‘Another thing, sir. I’ve got very few old stagers with me now. 
Johnson and Davy, Marshall and Lines, Nutter . . . really, you can 


count them on one hand. I wish you’d remember that in the drafting. 
It makes a big difference.’ 

‘I know it does. I’ll see what I can do.’ There was a pause. “You've 
got an E.N.S.A. concert to-morrow night, haven’t you?’ 

‘Yes, sir. That'll help — if it’s a good one.’ 

‘It’s quite a good show,’ said Air Commodore Baxter. ‘I saw it the 
night before last at Wittington. I laughed a lot.’ 

Dobbie thought for a minute. ‘I shan’t do anything tonight,’ he 
said. ‘It’s too soon. They'll have the E.N.S.A. show to-morrow, and 
then on Sunday I’ll give them a surprise and we'll have a dance. Can 
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you square the Padre to let us have a dance on Sunday, sir.’ 

‘Tl fix him.’ 

‘A surprise dance always goes down well,’ said Dobbie. He paused 
for a minute, thoughtful. ‘It makes a lot of difference having all these 
W.A.A.F.s upon the station, when the crews are a bit down,’ he 
said. ‘They recover much quicker,’ 

‘I know. They talk it over with the girls and get it off their minds.’ 

Dobbie went back to Hartley, worked in his office for an hour, and 
then went back to his house for lunch, and to spend the afternoon 
in sleep. He was on the telephone at tea-time mustering all his ground 
officers with a summons to dine in the mess that night, and to Flight 
Officer Stevens inviting the W.A.A.F. officers. He made similar 
arrangements for the sergeants’ mess; by six o’clock he was playing 
billiards in the lounge himself with Flight-Lieutenant Davy and a 
couple of moody pilot officers. 

Section Officer Robertson came in while he was playing, and stood 
watching the game for a minute. Dobbie ordered her a gin and 
Italian. ‘I wanted to see you, she said. ‘This concert to-morrow night. 
What was the name of that tractor chap that we said we'd invite?’ 

‘Ellison, sir.’ : 

‘I remember. And there was the farmer, too — Jack Barton. I want 
to ask them both to come and dine in the mess to-morrow night 
before the concert. Can you get hold of them ?’ 

‘I think so, sir.’ 

‘Pity Marshall isn’t here,’ said Dobbie. ‘He knows them both.’ 

Gervase said, ‘Flight-Lieutenant Marshall will be back to-morrow | 
night.’ Immediately she wished she hadn’t said that. 

‘His leave isn’t up till Monday,’ said the wing commander. He 
glanced at her, and a slow smile spread over his face. ‘Okay,’ he said. 
‘If he’s going to be here he can help entertain them.’ 

Everybody dined together in the mess that night, brightly cheerful, 
and afterwards they played snooker and darts and shove-halfpenny 
and poker and bridge. They made a great deal of noise and everybody 
very nearly had a marvellous time, and only two or three young 
men went creeping quietly to their rooms because they couldn’t 
bear it any longer. 

Marshall arrived back in time for tea next day, to find the wing 
commander taking tea in the ante-room; at times like that Mrs 
Dobbie saw little of her husband. Dobbie noticed him with satisfac- 
tion; he wanted all the old stagers on the station for the next few 
days to steady the young men. He said, ‘You’re back early.’ 

‘The trains aren’t very good on Sunday,’ said the pilot lamely. He 
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had not expected to meet Dobbie before Monday. ‘Besides, I wanted 
to be here for the E.N.S.A. concert.’ 

There was a brazen quality about that statement that won Dobbie’s 
respect; a man who could say that he had come back early from his 
leave to listen to an E.N.S.A. concert was a man to be reckoned with. 
‘Look,’ he said quietly, ‘do what you can to make the party go to- 
night. I dare say you’ve heard about our luck.’ 

Marshall nodded. ‘I heard, You’re having the W.A.A.F.s in for 
dinner again?’ 

The wing commander nodded. ‘I asked your pal Ellison and Jack 
Barton. I’ll have Barton at the end table with me. You take Ellison 
down among the boys and get one or two of the W.A.A.F.s to help 
you whoop it up a bit.’ 

_ ‘Okay,’ said Marshall. 

‘We'll see if we can get Jack Barton to stage a rabbit hunt, or some- 
thing, one afternoon next week,’ said Dobbie. He went off to meet 
the E.N.S.A. party who were fixing up their stage in the canteen, and 
to prime them with local jokes. 

Marshall met Gervase in the lounge before dinner. He re-intro- 
duced her to Mr Ellison, and they collected Section Officer Ford, and 
Pat Johnson, and a dry little man in civilian clothes who was some- 
thing to do with the E.N.S.A. party and who they discovered, later 
in the evening, to their cost, to be the chief comedian. They dined 
at the far end of the room from Winco and managed to drag into 
their party most of the table, driving back the shadows for a while. 
Three pilot officers, newly arrived that afternoon from operational 
training, quietly enquired about the two flight-lieutenants, and were 
impressed to hear that one of them had fifty-four operations to his 
credit and the other fifty-five. Their first impression was that Hartley 
was a place where pilots lived long and had fun. 

They moved on to the concert, Gervase sitting close by Marshall, 
with Ellison on her other side. There was a trick cyclist, and a lady 
with a piano-accordion, and a burlesque or two. And then their 
dinner guest came on and in long, rambling monologue told them 
about a flight lieutenant at a station he was visiting last week who 
went out fishing — ‘very fond of fishing, he was, and all his crew’ - 


and caught an awful, ugly fish — ‘fair give you the cold shivers to 
- look at that fish’ — and brought it back upon his handle-bars. He spun 
| jt out for a good ten minutes and had the hall in fits of laughter all 
| the time, which seemed to Marshall to be in poor taste. But after 


| 
| 
] 
| 
| 


that a middle-aged young woman came on and sang about a night- 
-ingale in Berkeley Square, a song that both Gervase and Marshall 


583 


admired very much. They contrived to rub knees while she was 
singing it without anybody noticing. 

As they were leaving the hall in the crowd after the show they 
managed to exchange a few words in the privacy of the unheeding 
crowd. ‘All right for to-morrow?’ Marshall said. 

She nodded. ‘What time?’ 

‘Shall we meet out there?’ 

‘No, let’s ride out together. It doesn’t matter.’ His heart warmed 
to her. ‘Half past ten, outside headquarters.’ 

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll get Mollie to cut some sandwiches.’ 

Marshal lay awake in bed for some time that night, reading the 
Fisherman’s Vade Mecum, and thinking about Gervase. He had 
achieved a good deal of purely theoretical knowledge of wet fly fish- 
ing by intensive study during the week, though not so much as might 
have been the case if his mind had not been occupied with his young 
woman. 

It was sunny and bright next morning; they met outside Head- 
quarters with their bicycles and rode out of the camp together. They 
reached Kingslake an hour later, rode up to the front door and rang 
the bell. Gervase said, ‘Is Mrs Carter-Hayes at home. We’ve come 
about the fishing.’ 

The maid said, ‘Mrs Carter-Hayes is in her room, madam, But 
that will be quite all right.’ She took them through the hail and 
opened the gun-room and left them to it. 

Gervase and Marshall spent the next half-hour poking about 
among the fishing tackle. They found one cast already made up with 
three flies, and made up another with March Brown, Peter Ross, and 
Butcher. They found lines and wound them on the reels; presently 
they left the house and went down to the lake carrying rods, tackle, 
and a landing-net. 

They fished for an hour; occasionally their flies were in the water, 
more often in a tree or bush. Even the unsophisticated trout in the 
little private lake shrank back from the resounding splash that their 
lines made in falling on the water; by lunch-time they were looking 
at each other ruefully, ‘Let’s have a sandwich and look at the book,’ 
said Marshall. 

‘It’s difficult,’ said Gervase. ‘It was like this when I used to try 
before.’ 

The pilot said, ‘It must be good fun when you can do it, though.’ 

They began to eat their sandwiches, sitting very close together by 
the lake and reading the same part of the book. ‘Well, that’s just 
what I’ve been doing,’ said Gervase. Sitting as she was, sandwich in 
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her left hand, she picked up the rod with her right, with a rod length 
of line hanging down. ‘It says you come back smartly, pause to let 
the line straighten out behind, and then cast forward.’ 

She suited the action to her words idly, sitting as she was. The 
line, carried by a puff of wind from behind, went forward and fell 


lightly on the water; they watched it ruefully. ‘Why can’t it do that 


when I’m trying properly?’ she said. 

There was a sudden boil at the tail fly, a pluck, and a little scream 
from the reel. She dropped her sandwich and grasped the butt of the 
rod with both hands; the little rod was bent like a bow and the taut 
line was still running from the reel. She said, ‘Oh, Peter!’ 

He scrambled to his feet urgently. “You've got a fish,’ he said. ‘Keep 
the butt upright — that’s what it says in the book.’ 

She laughed, excited and triumphant. “You and your book! I know 
what to do now — I’ve seen my uncle doing it.’ 

She let the fish run, reeled him in a little, and let him run again. 
The rod that she was using was very light; it took her ten minutes to 
wear him out. Finally she drew him to the bank exhausted; he made 
one more run when he saw the net, then Marshall slipped the net 
under him and they got him on shore. He was a nice big trout, about 
a pound and a quarter. 

They killed him with a smart blow, and knelt down together to 
examine what they had got. The full lines of the fish, the red spots, 
and the golden belly, pleased them tremendously; it was the first 
fish Gervase had ever caught, and she was very excited about it. 
They left their sandwiches and began fishing in earnest. 

In the course of the afternoon Gervase caught another and 
Marshall caught three; they discovered the benefit of wind in carry- 
ing the line out gently. Even so, they would not have done so well 
but for the fact that the little lake had not been fished for two years; 
the trout were unsophisticated and took anything that came their 
way. Instead of catching five they might well have gone home with 
fifteen, but that their interest in trout was short-lived in comparison 
with their interest in each other. They sat together for a long time 
on the grass at the head of the lake, talking, and eating their sand- 
wiches, and holding hands, and admiring their little row of fish laid 
out neatly in the shade. 

In the evening, their sandwiches long finished, hunger drove them 
back to camp. ‘We’ll bring out some more food next time,’ said 
Gervase. They walked up to the house and put their rods and tackle 
carefully away in the gun-room. They left a message of thanks with 
the old maid, put their fish into their bicycle-baskets, and rode back 
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to cam 

Eades cient over their catch quite swamped their ordinary discre- 
tion. They rode in past the guard together, and went together into 
the mess, carrying a bicycle-basket full of fish. They went to Mollie 
in the kitchen and got a dish and laid the fish out on it. The W.A.A.F. 
kitchen-maids came crowding around Gervase. ‘My, ma’am, aren’t 
they lovely! Did Mr Marshall catch them ?’ 

‘Miss Robertson caught two,’ said Marshall. 

‘You caught them, ma’am?’ said Mollie. ‘Fancy that!’ 

They had a little discussion over when they should have them 
and how they should be cooked, then, bursting with pride, they 
carried them into the dining-room and put them on the table to 
admire. For the first time, in the kichen, they heard that there was 
to be a dance that night. 

They found Pat Johnson and Lines in the lounge. Marshall said, 
‘Come and see our fish.’ 

‘Not another like the last one, laddie?’ - 

Lines said, ‘What do you mean, our fish?’ 

‘I caught two,’ said Gervase. ‘He got three.’ 

The two flight lieutenants followed them into the dining-room, 
and two or three young pilot officers followed. “They’re quite nice- 
looking fish,’ said Mr Johnson in surprise. “You’re coming on, laddie.’ 
He turned and bowed to Gervase. ‘And lassie.’ 

One of the pilot officers said, “Where did you get them, sir?’ 

Marshall grinned. ‘I’m not letting that one out.’ 

‘Last time he went fishing he brought back something that he 
caught in the main sewer,’ said Mr Johnson. He turned to Gervase. 
‘I suppose he didn’t like to take you fishing there.’ 

The girl wrinkled up her nose. ‘I think you're a pig. If you mean 
that pike, it was a very nice fish.’ 

‘Nice fish my foot,’ said Mr Johnson. ‘It made a lot of trouble, 
that pike did. I’m not sure that we’ve heard the last of it, either.’ 

A young man behind them, seeing trout for the first time in his 
life, asked, ‘What are they?’ They became thronged with interested 
young men; Dobbie, entering the vestibule, saw them pressing into 
the dining-room, and went in behind to see what was going on. He 
saw three of his best pilots and one of the W.A.A.F. officers laughing 
and talking over a plate of fish, surrounded by a crowd of unsure, 
pimply young men. He pressed forward through the crowd, thank- 
ful for the new diversion. “Who got these?’ he asked. 

Lines said, ‘Those two got them, sir. They won’t say where.’ 

Dobbie laughed and said to Marshall, ‘Be a sport.’ 
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‘Tm not a sport,’ said Marshall, ‘and I’m not telling anybody. I’m 
keeping this fishing for my crew.’ He grinned. ‘Of course if you like 


_ to come with us next Op, sir, you might qualify,’ 


Dobbie said, ‘Well, damn it, I will.’ He scrutinized the fish. ‘Have 
you weighed them?’ 

‘Five and a half pounds,’ said Marshall. ‘Miss Robertson got two 
of them.’ 

‘What did you get them on?’ 

‘Butcher and Peter Ross.’ 

They talked fishing for a while with the young men round them; 
then Dobbie went off to the billiards-table to play snooker with who- 
ever he could find. He was pleased, although he knew that he would 
get no fishing in the way he had suggested. On the next operation he 
would fly to Germany with some diffident, enthusiastic, and unsafe 
young man, who would be impressed and honoured at having the 
wing commander in the aircraft with him, and who would be 
steadied by the experience. He saw no point in flying with a good 
pilot. 

Later that evening he stood with Chesterton in the canteen watch- 
ing the dance. The atmosphere was noticeably lighter than it had 
been a few days before; the crews were more spontaneous, there 
was more healthy noise, more laughter. Chesterton said presently, 
‘See Marshall?’ 

Dobbie nodded. ‘They were out all day together, fishing.’ 

The squadron leader said, ‘And now they’re dancing all night.’ He 
laughed. ‘More trouble. You'll have to find another signals officer.’ 

The wing-commander said, ‘I don’t mind about that. He can get 
every section officer in camp in trouble for all I care. The camp's a 
different place with that chap in it.’ 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Dear! of all happy in the hour, most blest 
He who has found our hid security, 
Assured in the dark tides of the world that rest, 
And heard our word, ‘Who is so safe as we?’ 
We have found safety with all things undying, 
The winds, the morning, tears of men and mirth, 
The deep night, and birds singing, and clouds flying, 
And sleep, and freedom, and the autumnal earth. 
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We have built a house that is not for Time’s throwing. 
We have gained a peace unshaken by pain for ever. 

War knows no power. Safe shall be my going, 
Secretly armed against all death’s endeavour. 

Safe through all safety’s lost, safe where men fall, 
And, if these poor limbs die, safest of all. 


RUPERT BROOKE, I9I5. 


Gunnar Franck did not get many letters, and the ones he got were 
seldom from ladies. He had great difficulty in deciphering the words 
of the letter that he found waiting for him when he returned from 
leave, and more difficulty still with the meaning. It read: 


Kingslake Hall, 
Oxon. 
Mrs Carter-Hayes presents her compliments ‘to Sergeant Pilot 
Franck and would be pleased if he would care to use her lake for 
fishing. Miss Robertson can make the arrangements. 


He turned it over and over, his big red face wrinkled in perplexity. 
He understood that it was about fishing, and that was all he did 
understand. He took it to Sergeant Phillips to interpret, only to 
find that the rear-gunner had received one just like it. 

‘I dunno,’ said Phillips. He scratched his head. ‘The only Miss 
Robertson I know of is that section officer of the Cap’s. Do you know 
any other?’ 

Gunnar said, ‘One of the girls in the airmen’s mess is Robertson.’ 

“You mean the fat one with a face like a cow? She’s Mrs Roberts.’ 
He paused. ‘I dunno any other Robertson but that section officer.’ 

Gunnar folded up the letter and put it in his wallet. ‘I will ask 
her. She is a nice young lady, and she will say if I am wrong.’ 

‘It must be her.’ There was a pause, and then the rear-gunner said 
slowly, ‘Come to think, we was talking about fishing just before I 
went on leave. I wonder if the Cap’s had one like this?’ 

‘Do you think that the section officer is now friends with the Cap?’ 

‘I dunno — looks rather like it. If so, we'll all be a bloody sight 
safer.’ 

They laughed together, and later in the day Gunnar Franck went 
into the signals office diffidently. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘I have here a 
letter that I do not understand. I think perhaps it is to do with you?’ 

Gervase took the note and glanced at it. ‘That’s right, Gunnar,’ she 
said. She explained to him the arrangement she had made about the 
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fishing. ‘Flight-Lieutenant Marshall knows where all the things are 
kept — he can show you. We went out there yesterday and got five 
lovely ones.’ : 

He took back the letter. ‘It is ver’ kind of this old lady,’ he said. 
He hesitated. ‘You are friends now with the Cap?’ he enquired, 
grinning. 

She laughed. ‘Yes, we're friends again for the time being.’ 

The Dane said, ‘He is ver’ good man. Over a year I have been 
flying with him, and I know.’ 

There was a little pause. ‘Thank you, Gunnar,’ Gervase said at 
last. ‘I know that, but it’s nice to be told.’ 

He had to wait for his introduction to fly fishing, because next 
day they flew to Whitsand to collect R for Robert, now repaired and 
in flying condition with a new wing and a new port engine and pro- 
peller. They flew up as passengers in S for Sammy, piloted by Flight- 
Lieutenant Johnson, taking off with the first light of dawn and arriv- 
ing in time for breakfast in the mess. They did a flight test of Robert 
in the afternoon and found it satisfactory, and flew back in com- 
pany with Sammy after lunch. 

Before taking off they received a final word of advice. ‘Don’t go 
and stick the wrong course on the compass this time, laddie,’ said 
Mr Johnson. “‘There’s no future in that.’ But he laughs longest who 
laughs last; Mr Johnson, exercising his rear-gunner at the nav- 
igator’s table, made a deviation on the way home due to the reci- 
procal of wind, and landed back at Hartley twenty minutes after 
Robert. 

At the dispersal point the ground crew received Robert critically, 
unwilling to believe that a good job could have been carried out 
upon a Wellington at any Lancaster station. The air crew gathered 
with the ground crew to examine the repair; the machine was flying 
left wing down, the port engine was running rich, and the rear 
turret and the D/F set were still unserviceable. “We'll have a crack 
at her to-morrow morning,’ said the pilot. ‘If we can clear off the 
port engine and ailerons with a flight test, we can go fishing in the 
afternoon while the armourers get busy with the turret.’ 

He turned to his crew. ‘We've got some trout fishing offered to 

us,’ he said. ‘Rods and all thrown in.’ 

| Sergeant Phillips said, ‘We all got letters about it, Cap. Where is 
it, anyway?’ 

| ‘Out by Chipping Hinton. I'll show you, if you're interested.’ 

| The rear-gunner rubbed his chin. ‘I never fished with fly. I'd not 
| know how,’ 
] 
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Sergeant Cobbett said unexpectedly, ‘I have. I’ll put you in the 
way of it.’ 

They turned to him in ose, ‘Where did you pick that up, 
Flight?’ 

fie said, ‘My mother’s people got a farm in Wales. I got a rod 
and all back home.’ 

Sergeant Phillips said, still doubtful, ‘Maybe I'll bring some gentles, 
anyway.’ 

‘Okay,’ said Marshall. He was no purist, and they weren’t his fish. 

He took them out next afternoon; Gervase was on duty and could 
not come. He caught one fish and saw Gunnar Franck catch another, 
but his mind was not upon the job, and presently he left them to ride 
back to Hartley for tea in the mess, where he would find Gervase. 

In the evening light he took her for a walk around the country 
lanes, with no more than a fortnight of their month left to go, they 
deemed a day wasted if they did not meet. As they went they talked 
about the work. ‘We're all ready to go again now,’ said Marshall. 
‘They passed the turret out this afternoon. That was the last thing.’ 

Gervase said, ‘I believe the station has been given a week’s rest — 
if so, that’s up to-morrow night. Charwick and Wittington were out 
on Saturday, and again last night.’ She glanced up at him. ‘How 
are you feeling now, Peter?’ 

He glanced down at her. ‘I feel fine,’ he said. ‘I’d rather like to 
do another one.’ 

They turned aside presently behind a spinney and exchanged a 
token of mutual goodwill; presently they came out again a little 
dishevelled and sat upon a stile and smoked a cigarette together 
before turning back to camp. They were sitting on the stile when the 
crew found them, Gunnar and Phillips and Cobbett all riding back 
to camp upon their bicycles from Kingslake House. 

Marshall slipped down from the stile and stopped them, the 
sergeants got off and Gervase came up to them. ‘Do any good?’ asked 
Marshall. 

Sergeant Cobbett said, ‘We've got seven beauties — the one Gunnar 
caught while you was there and then six others. They come on fine 
just after you left, sir.’ 

They gathered round examining the fish and talking about flies. 
Phillips had caught one on a gentle and had then been shamed by 
Gunnar Franck to the use of fly, and had caught another on a Butcher. 
Cobbett, who was unexpectedly expert, had caught four; Gunnar 
had caught one. 

‘Pity old Leech wasn’t with us,’ said the gunner. ‘He wouldn’t 
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half have had some fun.’ 

_ ‘He'll be back before long,’ said Marshall. ‘He’s leaving hospital 

and going off on leave to-morrow.’ 

‘It won't seem right,’ said Phillips, ‘going with a stranger in the 
crew.’ 

That day was Wednesday. They did their next operation upon 
Friday night to Cassel, loaded with incendiaries. It went without 
incident in R for Robert; the long hours of watchful peering through 
the darkness from the pilot’s seat passed pleasantly enough for 
Marshall because he had arranged to take Gervase to the pictures 
the following afternoon to see a film with Dorothy Lamour in it, 
and he liked Dorothy Lamour, and he liked Gervase better, and 
altogether it was something to look forward to while swinging his 
head mechanically from side to side, looking for trouble from the 
port engine, over the twin pencils of the forward guns, to the star- 
board. They landed back a little before dawn, and he slept quietly 
and happily and well till lunch-time. 

Gervase did not do so well. She spent the night in the control office, 
a night of secret worry and anxiety until the Mission Completed 
signal came from Robert. For the next two and a half hours she went 
through her duties mechanically, still anxious, till the machines 
began to arrive back, and there was the little light that was in 
Robert winking in the sky over to the south-west, signalling for 
permission to land. She went out to the balcony and watched the 
aircraft land and taxi to dispersal, then she went back to her work 
sick with relief. She did not see any of them that night. A couple of 
hours later she went to bed, but she had been too strained and 
anxious for the last few hours to sleep very well. This operation 
made fifty-six. There were only four more to be done before he 
would be safe. 

They went fishing on Sunday afternoon, and on Monday night the 
wing went in full strength to Dortmund, losing two machines by 
collision over the target. Marshall by that time was at the top of 
his form; he felt that he had got the whole job buttoned up, that 

his crew were behind him better than ever before. He was sleeping 
well and eating well. Gervase was sleeping poorly and was too 

anxious to be happy. Fifty-seven. Only three more to go. 

| The evenings were growing long by that time; it was early May. 

| By agreement they slept on into the afternoon the day after Dort- 

| mund, and met after a large meal of tea and fried eggs at five o’clock, 
| to go fishing for the evening rise. They had packets of sandwiches 
| with them; they did not propose to get back before dark. 
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They got to Kingslake at about six o’clock and fished for a couple 
of hours and caught three fish. Then they sat down by the water’s 
edge to eat their sandwiches, waiting for the rise of fish that the 
book told them would come with the last half-hour of daylight. 

Marshall glanced up at the house. “What’s she like?’ he asked, nod- 
ding at it. 

Gervase said, ‘She’s nice, Peter. Very outspoken, but quite nice 
all the same. I promised her I’d take you up and introduce you one 
day.’ She did not say in what circumstances. 

The pilot said, ‘I’d like to do that. It’s been bloody good of her to 
let us have this fishing. It’s made a lot of difference to the boys.’ 

‘I was talking to Gunnar yesterday,’ said Gervase. ‘He told me 
he’s been up to have tea with her twice.’ 

‘Gunnar has? How did he work that?’ 

‘The first time he went up to say, Thank you, for them all when 
they were fishing here, and she gave him some tea. The second time 
she saw him from the window and sent her old maid down to ask 
him if he’d like to take tea with her.’ Gervase paused. ‘I dare say 
they'd hit it off together pretty well,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘They've 
probably got a good deal in common.’ 

Marshall stared at her. “What have they got in common?’ 

She said, “They’re both lonely, aren’t they? I know she is.’ 

The pilot considered for a minute. ‘I suppose you're right. I sup- 
pose he is lonely.’ 

‘He never goes out with a girl, does he?’ 

‘He does just now and then,’ said Marshall. ‘Not often with the 
same one. | think he’s got a girl of his own back in Denmark.’ 

Gervase said, ‘Poor old Gunnar. . .’ 

‘Poor old Gunnar, my foot,’ said Marshall. ‘If she’s in Denmark 
and he’s here, he can’t have a scene with her. If she was here he’d 
be in anguish all the time, not knowing if she was going to marry 
him or shoot him down again.’ 

He met her eyes and they smiled together. ‘Are you in anguish 
all the time, Peter?’ she asked. 

He did not answer for a moment. He was looking at the soft line 
of her throat where it passed below her collar. ‘I’d like to know as 
soon as you can tell me,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m not in anguish, because 
you've given me a square deal, and that’s all I wanted. If you decide 
that you'd be miserable if you married me, I shan’t agree with you. 
I shall be frightfully sorry, and I’ll want to go away, but I shan’t 
cut my throat.’ 

She stared out over the lake. ‘I wouldn’t be miserable,’ she said 


592 


slowly. ‘I think you'd be nice to me.’ 
_ He took her hand and slid his own hand up her arm to the elbow. 
“You wouldn’t like to decide now, would you?’ he said huskily. 

She looked at him gravely. ‘No, I wouldn't,’ she said quietly. ‘I 
don’t want to be a beast, Peter, but I want my month. There’s only 
ten more days to go.’ She sensed the disappointment in his touch. ‘If 
I had to give you an answer now, it would be yes, I think. But I 
don’t want to give you an answer now.’ 

‘All right,’ he said gently. 

She turned to him. ‘Being married is for all your life, and you 
must be quite sure. I didn’t want to marry anyone till I was much 
older — and it hurries things so much to marry when you're in the 
W.A.A.F.s.’ He did not understand her, but he did not interrupt. ‘I 
wouldn’t want to marry you unless we could be together like a 
proper married couple, Peter.’ 

He smiled at her. “Ten days more?’ 

She nodded. ‘Only ten days, Peter.’ 

They sat together in silence and warm contact as the shadows. 
lengthened; fish began rising in the lake, but their rods lay unheeded 
on the bank. The did not fish again. They sat on for an hour, deeply 
in love. Presently they disentangled and got up and took the rods 
back to the gun-room. In the warm twilight they rode back to 
Hartley, almost silent, infinitely happy. 

Two days later the aerodrome was closed as usual before an 
operation; at the briefing in the evening the target was disclosed as 
Hamburg. Marshall and Gunnar Franck had been to Hamburg several 
times before; they had the outline of the town and the dock area 
well in mind already. It was familiar to them as a town is familiar 
that one has passed by in a train on several occasions, but never 
stopped in; they knew the lay-out of the streets and squares and 
railway stations well enough, though they had never set foot in the 
place, nor ever would. 

They had as wireless operator that night a Corporal Forbes, a 
dark lad from Chester; he was painstaking and thorough, and he was 
deferential to their experience. He was not interested in catching 
fish, and that weighed against him slightly, but he was only there 


as a temporary measure till Leech returned to them. 


Robert was scheduled to take off at 10.34 by which time it would 


_ be very nearly dark. The crew met in the crew-room at about a 
| quarter to ten, and began dressing for the night's work. Marshall 


| was happy; for him everything seemed to be moving in the right 
| direction. He had seen Gervase at lunch-time in the mess and talked 
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to her for a little; he had not seen her since. He had slept quietly 
and well for a great part of the afternoon, resting with an easy mind. 

Gervase had also rested nominally. She had laid down on her bed 
with the blind drawn, but she had hardly slept at all. Her duty that 
night was in the control office on the aerodrome, supervising the 
signallers and keeping track of the machines as the reports came in, 
marking them up upon the blackboard for the duty control officer 
to see, searching the country by telephone for the missing. She 
would see R for Robert taking off, she would wait hours for the 
Mission Completed signal made over the target, and she would wait 
again. All her work now seemed to be composed of waiting and ~ 
anxiety and fear. Over her loomed the shadow of disaster, terrifying, — 
monstrous, and incredible. She slept very little. 

In Robert the crew were in good spirits as they started up the 
engines and settled into their places. The moon, a thin crescent, was 
dying in the west; the night promised to be clear‘and starry most of 
the way. They began upon their normal routine of testing the equip- 
ment of the aircraft and running up the engines. Once Marshall left 
his seat and thrust his way down the fuselage, clumsy in his flying- 
suit and harness and Mae West, to the new wireless operator. He 
grinned at the corporal. ‘All okey-doke?’ 

The boy smiled back at him. ‘Everything quite all right, sir.’ 

‘Got your card?’ The pilot went through the routine with him 
shortly, and saw that he had spare valves and aerial properly stowed, 
and talked to him for a minute or two. In the end he said, ‘Okay. 
We'll be moving off pretty soon now,’ and went back to his seat and 
made ready for flight. 

He waved the chocks away at 10.25 and moved his hand on the 
throttles; Robert stirred and moved forward, and turned on to the 
ring road, falling into line behind the other aircraft moving to the 
runway to take off. At the marshalling point they waited on the — 
ring road, watching Sergeant Pilot Ferguson in A for Apple move 
away and go spinning down the track in the dim light, then they 
moved forward and turned in to wind. 

‘Captain to wireless operator,’ said Marshall. ‘Flash our letter.’ ~ 
He sat staring over in the direction of the control. In there, he 
thought, Gervase would be sitting at her little desk in the corner 
beside the door that led into the communications office. Perhaps she 
was standing at the window watching his flash. He smiled, and as 
he did so his own letter was flashed back at him in green. 

He turned to the work in hand. ‘There’s the green,’ he said. ‘Cap- 
tain to crew — stand by now for take off. Okay, boys, here we go.’ 
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Up. 


__ He pressed the throttles forward and then moved his right hand 
back to the wheel; by his side he knew that Gunner Franck had put 
his own hand to the throttles as soon as Marshall had left them, in 
case they should vibrate back during the take off. He smiled again 
_as he watched the runway streaming up to him; good old Gunnar, 
he thought, careful as ever. He held the heavily loaded machine 


down longer than was necessary, slowly raising the tail, letting her 


gain speed upon the ground; with three hundred yards or so to go 
he lifted her off. By his side he knew that Gunnar was in readiness. 
“Undercart up,’ he said, and as he spoke the lever moved and the vibra- 
tion of the hydraulic motors made a new note in the rhythm. He 
‘sat with his eyes glued to the dim scene ahead; it was still light 
enough to see the trees. At a hundred feet he said, ‘Flaps up.’ By his 
‘side Gunnar folded up the second pilot’s seat, moved back to the 
navigator’s table. Marshall put the Wimpey into a slow turn to 
port, presently he straightened out upon the first leg of his course, 
climbing slowly. 

He levelled out at ten thousand feet, and put the control over to 
automatic. They had been flying for forty minutes, and were 
approaching the Suffolk coast; Marshall left his seat and moved: back 
into the fuselage. He stood with Gunnar at the navigator’s table for 
a while, studying the course, while Sergeant Cobbett stood up at 
the windscreen, keeping watch for him; in the cockpit the wheel 
and pedals stirred from time to time, moved by an invisible influence 
to keep the aircraft on its chosen path. The course that they were 
steering was to take them most of the way over the North Sea, clear 
of the fighter cover over Germany; presently they would turn in and 
come down on Hamburg from the north. 

Gunnar said, ‘It is ver’ clear night. I think we will get good astro 
fixes over the sea.’ 

‘Want to try one now?’ 

The navigator said, ‘Presently. It will be less bumpy over sea.’ 

The pilot said, ‘Okay. Give me a shout when you're ready and 
I'll try and hold her still.’ 

He moved on aft to Forbes. ‘Everything okay?’ 

‘Lot of German R/T,’ said the boy. ‘I reckon they’ve got fighters 

‘Is it strong?’ 

‘About Force 5.’ The pilot plugged into the set to listen. In the dim 
tunnel of the fuselage they crouched together; a spot of light from 
the hooded lamp illuminated the pilot’s hand as he slowly turned 
the dial. He paused for a time listening to one German voice repeat- 
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ing monotonously words that he could not understand over and 
over again. His hand moved and he paused again upon another sta- 
tion. Then he plugged back to the intercom. “There’s nothing much 
in that,’ he said. ‘I think it’s pretty normal. They’ve probably got 
fighters up, but then they always have.’ 

He moved back to the cockpit and seated himself at the controls 
again. He plugged into the intercom. ‘Captain to rear and front 
gunners. We’re just crossing the coast now. Test guns as soon as you 
can see the sea.’ 

Presently the twin guns ahead of him stuttered, and he saw the — 
bright tracer flying out ahead; behind him, through the structure, 
he felt the vibration of the rear guns firing. Over the intercom he 
heard Cobbett say, ‘Front gunner, sir. Front guns functioning cor-_ 
rectly.’ He replied, ‘Okay, front gunner. Stay where you are.’ He 
heard, ‘Rear-gunner reporting guns okay, Cap.’ The pilot said, ‘Okay, 
rear-gunner.’ ; bs 

He sat quiet at the controls as they moved out over the dark sea, 
flying in automatic, watching the instruments from time to time to 
check their course, watchfully peering from side to side. Gunnar 
Franck came up beside him and let down the second pilot’s seat and 
sat by him watching to starboard; they flew on in silence into the 
starry night. 

They were not alone in the air; there were other aircraft all around 
them. Flying at their set height and with all aircraft winging out to 
the same target, the danger of collision was small. At that time the 
Wellington was growing obsolete for operations, being superseded 
by the larger and more powerful Lancasters and Halifaxes; for this 
reason they had started ahead of the faster bombers, though they 
were scheduled to arrive at Hamburg when the defences were already 
heavily engaged. The big machines were overtaking them; from 
time to time Phillips would report, ‘Rear-gunner here, Cap. Aircraft 
coming up on us, same course, port quarter, above.’ Pause. ‘It’s a 
Lanc, Cap.’ ‘Okay, rear-gunner.’ Presently the big machine would 
draw in sight above them and become forshortened as it vanished 
into the black sky ahead. 

Marshall sat at the controls at peace. He loved the sense of these 
great starry, quiet nights, when flying was easy and the world serene. 
On cloudy nights, or on nights of bright moonlight, or on nights 
when there was icing of the wings —on ninety-five per cent of the 
nights, that is to say—he suffered from anxiety or fear; he could 
not tell the difference. You were unhappy on those nights; you 
reached the target drawn and with a sense of strain. Usually he was 
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able to relax on the way home however bad the weather might be, 
when the end meant cocoa and buns and bed with a hot-water-bottle. 
It was the outward journey that he usually found most difficult. 

On these serene nights, winging steadily under the bright stars, 

it did not seem that anything could ever happen that would bring 
you ill. Sitting there at the controls or in the gunner’s cupola a man 
was forced to contemplation, to the study of beauty for a quiet hour. 
The knights of the Arthurian legend before battle spent a night of 
vigil at the altar; it was hardly different in the Wellington on nights 
like these. You reached the target in a calm serenity, ready for any- 
thing that might befall. 
_ At half past eleven Gunnar left the cockpit and went back to the 
navigator’s table; he appeared a minute later sextant in hand, and 
nodded to Marshall. The pilot took the controls from automatic, 
fixed his gaze upon the stars ahead, and concentrated upon keeping 
the machine steady. Standing in the astrodome the Dane brought 
Procyon to the bubble, averaged quickly, and noted time and alti- 
tude. He swung round and worked upon Arcturus; then he dropped 
down to the table and began computing the position. In the cockpit 
Marshall put the automatic in again, and they went on in the still, 
starry night. 

At half past twelve they saw flak rising up ahead of them, thrown 
from a coast they could not see. Marshall called Cobbett back from 
the front cockpit to check the petrol in the tanks, and sent him back 
again to man the front guns. They crossed the coast, weaving a 
little to defeat the flak, and then altered course towards the south. 
Already they had seen a glow of fires at the horizon, fifty miles 
away; the fires were in two groups, one spreading and extensive and 
one, over to the west of the other, mere pin-points of light. As they 
flew on the little set of fires grew in magnitude, dwarfing the one 
that had seemed larger at the first. The Germans had not got away 
with their decoy. 

Now they could see the searchlights, hundreds of them, grouped 
in six or seven cones around the burning city, with flak bursting in 

great clusters of bright stars at the apex of each cone. Marshall sat 
studying the searchlights and the flak as they drew near; by his 
side the Dane was standing, peering forward at the target through 
the windscreen. ‘Putting up a lot of barrage to-night,’ said the pilot. 
See it all coming up in bursts? You think they’d run out of ammo, 
going on like that.’ 
The Dane studied the situation. ‘I think it is at two heights, Cap, 
the barrage. See — that I think is higher than us; perhaps it is twelve 
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thousand. And that one to the left is lower, and the searchlights are 
lower also. I think the fuses are set for the barrage at about twelve 
thousand feet and at about seven thousand. It may not be easy that 
they change them quick.’ 

‘Go in about nine thousand?’ 

The navigator nodded. 

‘I think so, too.’ The pilot raised his voice. ‘Captain to crew. We're 
going in at about nine thousand, chaps. I’m going to stooge around 
a little longer and work round it to the south. Looks as if there’s a 
bit of a gap down there. I shall be turning in about five minutes from 
now; if we can spot the target we'll only do the one run. Got that, 
rear-gunner ?’ 

‘Rear-gunner here. Okay, Cap.’ 

‘Rear- and front-gunners, keep on your toes for fighters. There 
must be a lot of them up to-night.’ 

‘All I seen is Lancs and Halifaxessofar’ * 

‘You won't see fighters over the target. Watch out as we're going 
away.’ 

They were still ten miles from the city, but the glow of fires lit 
up the machine; accustomed as their eyes were to the darkness, the 
faint yellow light seemed bright to them. They were in the region 
of the outer defences; a few searchlights waved about their path 
questing for them or other aircraft near them; a little burst of flak 
showed up near some machine ahead. Marshall put the nose down, 
throttling a trifle, and increased his speed; he began weaving rhyth- 
mically from side to side of his mean path. 

Beside him and below, Gunnar Franck was kneeling at the bomb- 
sight setting the height and speed and course and wind upon the 
bars. They went on for a little longer, till the pilot said: 

‘Turning in now, chaps. Bomb-aimer, height nine thousand two 
hundred. Bomb doors open.’ 

‘Height nine thousand two hundred. Halifax just below us and 
to starboard.’ 

‘Okay. I see him. Can you see the target yet?’ 

‘Not yet. I have seen the river. Five degrees to port, Cap, but 
keep weaving.’ 

‘Okay.’ 

This was the tense moment of the flight. Beneath them the shock- 
ing furnace stood revealed. Great columns of black smoke were 
eddying up to their height, shrouding the leaping fires; between the 
smoke and fires they could see the streets. Suddenly they became 
caught and held in a white, blinding light; other beams swept and 
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focused on them; they were held fast in the cone. 

_ Marshall said, ‘How much longer, bomb-aimer?’ 

_ ‘Two minutes, Cap.’ 

- ‘Okay.’ 

_ There was nothing to be done about the searchlights but to keep 

slipping and weaving, and to hope that down below the gunners 

would have trouble with the fuses. Over the intercom Sergeant 

Cobbett said, ‘Front gunner, Cap. What’s happened to all the flak?’ 

_ His eyes fixed on the gyro to maintain his mean course while he 
weaved, Marshall had had no time to study what was happening 

outside. He raised his eyes and glanced round quickly, and saw 

nothing bursting in the sky. ‘Christ,’ he said. ‘Front and rear-gunners, 

keep a damn good look-out now. They’ve probably got fighters up.’ 

The intercom said, ‘Wireless operator to Captain. A lot of German 
going on the R/T, Cap. Strong, too — about Force 9.’ 

‘Okay, wireless operator. Keep your eyes skinned, gunners. Bomb- 
aimer, how do we go?’ 

‘Okay, Cap—I can see the target. Stop weaving now. Now left a 
little, left. Steady.’ 

The white, brilliant lighting was intolerable; they were held 
pinned upon the blackboard of the night, and yet no flak came to 
them. With a dry mouth Marshall said: 

‘How long to go?’ 

‘Thirty seconds. Right a little. Steady.’ 

They sat tense, strained, hardly breathing. Exposed as they were, 
it seemed impossible that they could escape the enemy. 

It was impossible. Over the intercom a shout came, ‘Rear-gunner, 
Cap! Fighters coming down on us, one each side. I'll take the star- 
board. Try and get the port one, Cob!’ 

The pilot heaved upon the wheel and put his whole weight on the 
pedal, throwing the big machine around to port to bring the forward 
guns to bear. He felt a jolt in the structure and heard Gunnar Franck 

‘say, ‘Bombs away.’ He dropped his hand to close the bomb doors 
and gain speed, and as he did so he felt through the fuselage the 
‘stammer of the four rear guns. A stream of tracer, pure bright yellow 
in the white light of the outer world shot over him from behind and 
dropped towards the cockpit. There was a hammer blow upon the 
‘armour plate behind his head and two more at his back; ahead of 
him the windscreen starred and the double revolution counter sprang 
‘from the instrument board and disintegrated. 

| The twin front guns began stuttering ahead of him, firing out to 
port against an assailant that he could not see. A stream of tracer 
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came from the port side, but that was now above the pilot's head 
because he had the aircraft on one wing-tip in a tight turn to port. 
It ceased suddenly, and Marshall flung his weight back on the wheel 
to right the aircraft and come back on a straight course. It was 
imperative, he felt, to fly straight at whatever risk to get away from 
the target, to escape this blinding light that showed up every move- 
ment that they made. To keep on turning in the searchlight cone 
meant certain death. | 

Over the intercom there was a sobbing, and then, ‘Rear-gunner, 
Cap. The sod’s got me in the legs.’ By his side Gunnar was struggling 
to regain his feet; as the acceleration eased he stood up. Marshall 
said, ‘Bomb-aimer, get back to the rear-gunner and take his place.’ 

‘Rear-gunner, Cap. The sods are coming down on us again I'll take 
the starboard one again, but the mucking turret’s leaking.’ 

He flung the machine round in another violent turn to port. Behind 
he felt the clamour of the guns again, and then,“‘I got him, Cap!’ He 
raised his head with difficulty in the violence of his turn and looked 
up and to port, and a great mass swept into his view at the wing-tip. 
It hit their wing and the wheel was snatched from his hands and spun 
round madly, and the Wellington flicked to a steeper bank, throw- 
ing him down to port. A bullet shattered the perspex above his head. 

In that instant the pilot saw a dreadful sight. A great part of his 
port wing was wrecked and locked with it was what had been a 
single-engined fighter, Me.1og9. It was on fire on his wing-tip; fire was 
spurting up from the torn engine cowl and glowing in the cockpit. 
The pilot, a young man with a fat, white face, had both hands up 
above his head struggling to undo the sliding cockpit cover, which 
seemed to have jammed. His starboard wing was tight locked with 
their own port wing, and they were falling locked together in a 
violent side-slip, turning to a dive. Already fire was streaming up 
the ruins of the wing from the wrecked fighter. 

Marshall said, ‘Okay, chaps, we'll shake this mugger off,’ and 
flung himself on the controls. He was now lying on his side upon 
the arm-rest of his seat; the wind noise at the cockpit rose to a 
shrill scream. He heaved the wheel to him with all his strength and 
thrust it from him violently in fierce, rhythmic time, and he said, 
‘Bomb-aimer. Come and help me shake this mugger free.’ 

Over the intercom he heard, ‘Christ, Cap — you'll have the bloody 
tail off,’ and he said fiercely, ‘If we don’t shift this mugger we won’t 
need a bloody tail.’ 

He could not do it. He stopped heaving on the stick and trod hard 
on bottom rudder, and pressed forward on the stick, and thrust both 
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‘throttles forward through to the full boost. The Me. had hit them 
from behind; if they dived hard enough he might come free. The 
‘scream of air rose to a shriller note, the brilliance of the light grew 
less intense, more rose coloured from the flames of the burning town ~ 


below. He dared dive no longer; he must try and pull out now or 


dive into the ground. He pulled the wheel to him with all his strength 


against top rudder and top aileron. 


There was a great rending crack from the port wing. He flashed 


_a glance back and along it; the Me. was no longer there, but his wing 


ended now in jagged wreckage ten or twelve feet out from the port 
engine. He eased the pressure on the stick and worked with his 


wrists to bring the port wing up; the aileron control was inoperative 


_and locked. He jerked it violently; it moved, grated, and came free, 


and the machine came level. He found himself in a straight dive at 
about forty-five degrees and very low. 

He eased the stick back gently and glanced at the altimeter. They 
were at fifteen hundred feet, still diving hard. Ahead of him a stream 
of yellow tracer shot up at them from the ground. At anything 
below six thousand feet they were a sitting target for the ground 
defences; he could not hope to climb to a safe height over the guns 
of Hamburg. But there was light to help them, searchlights blazing 
out in half a dozen cones above their heads. He cried, ‘Captain to 
crew. We're all right now, chaps. I’m going down to zero altitude, 
and we'll hedge-hop out of this.’ 

He shot a glance at the gyro; it showed 140; they were heading 
south-east into Germany. He said, ‘Navigator, course is one four oh. 
Give me the height of ground.’ 

‘Just a minute, Cap.’ 

There was a factory ahead of him, a tall building in square blocks; 


from the roof guns were firing at him, missing behind. He swept low 


over it, and there were railway lines and a canal and little houses; 
then he was down to roof-top height, his Wimpey travelling as she 
had never gone before. He said, ‘Front gunner, get aft and see what’s 


happened to Phillips. Relieve him if he’s wounded and man the rear 
turret yourself. Wireless operator, get aft and help get Phillips out 


1 


| 
| 


| 
| 
| : 
| 


of the turret.’ 

Over the intercom he heard, ‘I got both legs broken, Cap, I think. 
The sod’s put a cannon-shell in here with me.’ The voice was trem- 
bling and hysterical. 

‘Get you fixed up in a minute now,’ the pilot said. There was a 
church ahead, sticking up above the roofs and streets; he lifted the 


| machine up over it and down again. Trees now, they were getting 
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do that better than I could.’ 

Ahead of him the searchlight pencils stood and swung in cones — 
with little points of flak-bursts upon high. He would crash through 
them at a hundred feet and take his chance of the machine-guns and _ 
the forty-millimetre stuff, jinking and weaving, hoping for the best. 
Beyond that lay the sea and the calm quiet of the starry night, a 
great peace into which one could climb up and be safe, and relax a 
little on the way home. And Gervase would be there. 


* * * * 


In the control-room Gervase sat at her telephone; behind her the 
W.A.A.F. corporal wrote upon the blackboard at her instigation a 
large M for Mission Completed. She said, ‘D for Donald.’ 

The corporal wrote M in the precise manner of a school-mistress, 
which, in fact, she was. “That only leaves London and Robert now,’ 
she said brightly. * 

Gervase nodded shortly. This was what training was for, she 
thought. This was what discipline was for to enable you to pigeon- 
hole your feelings and carry on and do the job you had to do. Disci- 
pline, she thought sadly, meant the difference between a grown-up 
and a child. A child would cry. 

Wing-Commander Dobbie came into the office, having been over 
to the mess for a few minutes. He stood in cap and overcoat looking © 
at the board. ‘London and Robert still to report?’ he said thought- 
fully. 

The control officer, a grounded squadron leader, said, ‘That’s right, 
sur: 

On the desk before Gervase the telephone buzzed quietly. She lifted 
the receiver, listened, and replaced. She turned to the W.A.A.F. 
corporal. ‘M for London,’ she said. The corporal wrote it up. 

Dobbie stood scrutinizing the board. It was one-fifteen; Robert 
had been airborne at 10.34. Immediately before, Apple had taken 
off at 10.31, but Apple had reported Mission Completed at 12.53. 
Sammy, airborne directly after Robert, had made his signal at 12.59. 
Whichever way you looked at it, Robert was twenty minutes late. ~ 

He turned aside and went out through the light trap on to the 
balcony in front of the control office. Too bad about Robert, he 
thought; he would not get Mission Completed from them now. He 
stood there staring out over the starlit aerodrome; in another hour 
he would have the runway glows put on for the first aircraft to 
come home. 

He stood there for ten minutes in the great peace of the night. He 
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knew all the crews up to a point, because that was his job. He tried 
not to get to know any of them more than that because of equity, 
and because it only made things more painful later on. It was bad 
enough to have watched throughout the war the passing of most of 
his old friends from Cranwell and the peacetime R.A.F.; there was 


ho need to add to it by making friends with these young men who 


came and went so soon. But sometimes it was difficult to dodge. He 
was interested in people, a quality that made him a good officer. 
He had been interested in Marshall and his crew, in all of them, 
because they seemed to him to be men of character who had an 

influence in his command, and because of the queer story of the 
fishing. Now they were very likely gone. Too bad. 

Behind him the control officer came out on to the balcony. ‘Nice 
night,’ said Dobbie quietly. ‘Anything from Robert yet?’ 

‘Not yet, sir. When shall I put the lights on?’ 

‘Two-fifteen.’ The wing commander paused. ‘Is that section officer 
in there behaving all right?’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ The squadron leader added, ‘She’s engaged to Marshall 
or something, isn’t she?’ 

‘Or something,’ said Dobbie. ‘She’s not officially engaged. Nobody 
on this station is officially engaged till they’ve stood me a glass of 
sherry, and I haven’t had a sherry out of them. But I’m afraid it 
looks as if I shan’t get one now.’ 

‘It doesn’t look so good,’ said the control officer. 

They turned and went back into the control-room. ‘Any tea 
going?’ said Dobbie, brightly cheerful. ‘I could do something to a 
cup of tea.’ A cup of tea, he thought, would do her good; girls liked 
tea. 

‘T’ll get a pot made in a minute, sir,’ said Gervase. She turned to 
the corporal; there would be no more work now for her at the black- 
board. ‘Go through and make tea,’ she said quietly. ‘Three cups.’ 

She sat on at her little desk, writing up the signal log from her 
rough notes. It helped to have something to do. Already she had 


become accustomed to the thought that Robert was gone. Sitting in 


that same chair before that telephone, with that same blackboard at 
her back, she had known so many aircraft to be lost that she had 


herself lost the faculty for easy grief; that nerve had been so ham- 
- mered in the last few months that now it hardly hurt at all. Peter 
was gone, had followed Drummond and Forbes and Bobbie Fraser 
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and Sawyer and all the others she had known at Hartley Magna. It 
was so unobtrusive, the manner of their going. A lot of aircraft took 


_ off in the night and were airborne one by one; a lot of aircraft came 
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in one by one and taxied to dispersal in the darkness. It was only - 
when you came to count them carefully to make a record in a log | 
that you discovered one or two of them had slipped away and 
travelled to some other place. 

Instinctively she felt that she must make a move; she must get a 
transfer to another aerodrome. She could not carry on at Hartley 
after this. She was all right for that night; she felt that she could 
carry on till morning. But after that she knew she would become 
unserviceable, like an exhausted battery or a tyre worn down to the 
canvas, no more use in the job. She would go to Group and see the 
Wing Commandant and ask for a transfer, if possible to the north 
country nearer to her home, where she could re-plan her life. 

She could re-plan her life. In the north country near her home 
she could forget the irrational, merry adventure that had touched her 
in Oxfordshire, so remote from the realities of ordinary life. She 
would regain the life that she had promised herself; to work hard 
as a signals officer for the remainder of the war, and then when the 
peace came to get a job of some sort in the radio business for six 
or seven years, and then marry somebody or other. It was what she ~ 
had wanted to do so recently as a couple of months ago; when the 
distress was over, surely she could get back, and want to live a life 
like that again. Surely? 

The tea came, and biscuits, and the two officers made conversa- 
tions with each other, bringing her into it from time to time. She 
played her part as well as she could, because that was what you had 
to do, because if you made a scene that only made things difficult 
for everybody. And presently the squadron leader told a near-clean 
story of a parachutist who had happened to come down in a nun- 
nery, and that made her laugh a little, and she was grateful. 

They put the lights on presently, and shortly after half past two 
they heard the beat of engines overhead. The men went out on to 
the balcony with the Aldis lamp; presently a winking light against 
the starlit sky spelled G for George. They gave it a green flash and 
it departed in a wide left-hand circuit towards the east; presently 
they saw the navigation lights sink down towards the runway’s end, 
and heard the rumble. The lights ran on upon the ground; over the 
wide expanse they heard the squeal of brakes. The squadron leader 
put his head in at the door and spoke to Gervase; she called the 
corporal and they started a fresh set of markings on the board. 

Soon there were several aircraft making circuits of the aerodrome, 
winking their identification letters, waiting their signal to land. 
The wing commander and the control officer were busy with the 
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Aldis lamp; in the control office Gervase and the W.A.A.F. corp- 

oral were busy logging them in. In the middle of all this they had 
a call from the W.A.A-F. signal sergeant in the radio-room next 
door. 

‘R/T from Robert, ma’am.’ Gervase shot through into the other 
office like a scalded cat. The W.A.A.F. sergeant, a plain, horse-faced 
woman, was writing busily at her table before the set, head-phones 
_ upon her ears; hearing her officer come through she put up one hand 
and switched on the loud-speaker, and resumed her writing. 

Into the silence of the room there came the message, endless in 
repetition. ‘“- have sustained some damage to structure, we have 
_ Sustained some damage to structure. This is Robert calling Zebra, 
Robert calling Zebra, E.T.A. three five, E.T.A. three five, Robert 
calling Zebra, Robert calling Zebra. Emergency routine, please, 
emergency routine, Robert calling Zebra. We cannot receive R/T 
or W/T, cannot receive R/T or W/T, Robert calling Zebra.’ 

Gervase swung round to the corporal. ‘Go and tell the wing com- 
mander Robert is transmitting R/T,’ she said. 

Endlessly the message continued, ‘Emergency routine, please, 
emergency routine, please; Robert calling Zebra. Our navigation 
lights and identification lights are U/S, navigation and identify lights 
U/S, Robert calling Zebra. We are approaching at four thousand, 
approaching at four thousand, E.T.A. three five, E.T.A. three five, 
Robert calling Zebra.’ 

The door of the light trap slapped shut, and Wing-Commander 
Dobbie came through. ‘Robert?’ 

Gervase took the pad from the sergeant and gave it to him; he 
ran his eye over it quickly. Over the speaker came the monotonous 
voice. ‘“— at four thousand, approaching at four thousand, all lights 
unserviceable, all lights unserviceable, Robert calling Zebra. When 
overhead we shall fire a red light, when overhead we shall fire a red, 
Robert calling Zebra. Please give me a green if this message is re- 
ceived and understood, please give me a green if this message is 
received and understood. Emergency routine please, emergency 
routine,’ Robert calling Zebra.’ 

Dobbie said, ‘All right. Reserve that frequency for him, and take 
all others on the other set. He’ll probably keep talking to prevent 
them breaking in.’ 

Gervase said, ‘Very good, sir. We are listening on the other fre- 
quency. Nobody has tried to use it yet.’ She indicated a leading air- 
craftwoman at the spare receiver. 

The wing commander glanced at the clock. ‘I'll get outside and be 
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ready with his green.’ He handed back the pad. ‘Log everything he ~ 
says.’ 

He went out with the Very pistol in his hand; in the office Gervase 
stood behind the sergeant, listening to the repetition. She was feeling 
rather sick; Peter was safe and nearing home. The thought did not 
bring her joy or any conscious feeling of relief. All it brought to her 
was a sudden and immense feeling of fatigue, and the thought that 
she might have to leave the office for a minute to go out and be sick. 

‘Robert calling Zebra, Robert calling Zebra. We are now passing 
over at four thousand, now passing over at four thousand. If this 
message is received and understood will you please fire a green. If 
this message is received and understood will you please fire a green. 
Robert calling Zebra.’ 

Gervase ran through the control office and through the light trap, 
out into the fresh darkness of the night. ‘Robert is asking for the 
green, sir. Says he’s overhead.’ 

‘Okay. He’s just fired a red.’ There was a flash and a report close 
by her, and a green star burst up in the deep blue sky. She did not 
stay to watch it, but went back into the radio-room. 

‘Okay, Zebra, Robert calling Zebra. Your green received, we have 
received your green. Thank you. Robert calling Zebra. I am now 
transferring to Captain via intercom, now transferring to Captain.’ 

There was a pause, and several clicks and scratches; the level of 
the background noise rose higher. In the small office they stood 
waiting in silence. Dobbie came through and Gervase turned to him. 
‘They got the green all right, sir. They’re just switching over for 
the Captain to speak.’ 

‘Marshall? What on earth for?’ 

‘They didn’t say, sir.’ 

They waited, and presently the speaker spoke again. It was 
Marshall speaking this time. Her breath of fresh air had made 
Gervase feel better, but now the nausea returned, and with it a hard 
lump in the middle of her throat. 

‘Robert calling Zebra, Captain speaking, Captain speaking.’ The 
voice was clear, and young, and confident. ‘We're in a bloody awful 
mess and minus half of our port wing. We have lost half our port 
wing. My rear-gunner is seriously wounded and unable to bale out, 
rear-gunner seriously wounded. Will you give me a green when the 
aerodrome is clear, give me a green when the aerodrome is clear. 
My flight engineer and navigator and wireless operator will then 
bale out, and I shall land the aircraft. Please give me a white if this 
is understood.’ 
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He proceeded to repeat the message; Dobbie turned and went out 

to the balcony. Gervase heard the crack of the pistol, and then 
Marshall’s voice. 

‘Robert calling Zebra; your white has been seen and understood. 
I shall proceed on left-hand circuits at four thousand till I receive 
your green. I shall then come down to two thousand and fly across 

up wind, and three members of my crew will bale out. Flood lights, 
please, for them to land. Wireless operator is wounded in the right 
hand. This thing’s a cow to handle, so you’d better make it snappy 
with that green.’ 

Gervase went out to Dobbie with this message; he came back into 
the control room, and they became furiously busy. There were eight 
aircraft still in the air and approaching to land; already T for Tommy 
was winking at them in the sky. They set to work to get through 
on the W/T to the seven others to divert them to Wittington and 
Charwick; in the meantime they brought in Tommy. For ten minutes 
the three telephones were going at full blast; then they were clear, 
and ready to put up the green for Robert. 

‘Okay Zebra, Robert calling Zebra. Your green seen and under- 
stood, your green seen and understood. I am now coming down to 
two thousand and will fly straight over while my crew bale out. 
Coming down to two thousand and will fly straight over while my 
crew bale out. Stand by with the flood-lights, please, stand by with 
flood-lights.’ 

There was silence. Gervase stood at the door of the radio-room, 
white and sick. Waves of nausea were sweeping over her, but it 
was impossible for her to leave the control at this moment. Never- 
theless, her body was letting her down; her mind could take it, but 
her stomach couldn’t. In a very few seconds she was going to be sick. 

Desperately, she thought it would be horrible to be sick in the 
office; the lavatory was far away. It would have to be the balcony; 
at the far end it was quiet and dark and only grass below; she could 
creep out there for a moment and nobody would know. She slipped 
out through the light trap past Dobbie and the squadron leader, and 
went to the far end, finishing with a little run up to the railing. 

Over the loud-speaker came the voice of her beloved. ‘Robert 
calling Zebra, lights please. Flood-lights, please—Robert calling 


| Zebra.’ 


The contro] officer spoke into his telephone; from three sides of 
the aerodrome the flood-lights blazed out from their trailers, making 
the whole scene as light as day. Dobbie with one glance noted his 

_ signals officer being sick over the railing, then turned and scrutinized 


609 


the sky. Presently, drifting down into the light, he saw three para- 
chutes spaced about a quarter of a mile apart. Two fell within the 
aerodrome; he saw the men collapse and the fluted silk shrivel and 
sink down; the other fell outside the boundary. 

He turned and went inside. The section officer was in the radio- 
room, a little pale and with beads of perspiration showing on her 
forehead, but at her job. He said to her, ‘Are you all right?’ 

Gervase said, ‘I’m better now, thank you, sir.’ She was rather 
afraid of Dobbie. She did not mind that he had seen her being sick, 
’ because that was something that might happen to anybody, but she 
was terrified that he would find fault with her work. 

Over their heads the loud-speaker said, ‘Robert calling Zebra. I 
haven’t had this thing below two hundred since we lost our bit of 
wing. I’m going to slow her down a bit and see what she’s like. I 
think she’ll be very difficult to hold level at anything like landing 
speed. Think I’ll get up to four thousand again and try it there.’ 

The background noise increased. In the office the wing com- 
mander looked at the control officer. ‘Bit of test flying now,’ he said 
quietly. 

The squadron leader said, ‘He'll never land it, sir, not if it’s really 
got half one wing missing. It’ll fall over sideways, in a roll.’ 

Dobbie said, ‘There isa minimum speed . . .’ 

‘Would you like me to make him a signal on the Aldis, sir, and 
tell him to bale out?’ 

‘Let him handle it his own way.’ 

Over the loud-speaker the background noise died slowly. ‘Robert 
calling Zebra. Just slowing her down now.’ 

In the office they stood tense and motionless. Somewhere up above 
them in the darkness, not very far away, Marshall was sitting at the 
controls without light, alone but for his wounded gunner. In the dim 
starlight he was straining at the wheel as the speed gradually 
dropped, his eyes fixed upon the violet glow of the horizon bar, the 
hand and dots of the air-speed indicator. They could do nothing to 
help him; they stood silent in suspense, waiting for a word. 

In the soft hissing from the loud-speaker a note of music grew, 
incongruous and unbearable. It grew in volume till they could catch 
the words: 


‘The moon that lingered over London Town, 
Poor puzzled moon, he wore a frown — 
How could he know we two were so in love, 
The whole darned world seemed upside down .. . 


610 


__ The volume was sufficient to drown anything the pilot said. 
Dobbie swung round to the W.A.A-F. sergeant at the set, vehement 
with the strain. ‘Get that damned broadcasting tuned out, can’t 
you?’ 
Gervase leaped across the room to her aid, but aid was not re- 
quired. The horse-faced woman raised her head, and gave the wing 
-commander a glance of withering scorn. i 
‘That ain’t broadcasting,’ she said disdainfully. ‘That’s ’im.’ 
They turned and stared open-mouthed at the loud-speaker. It went 
on, with deep feeling: 


‘The streets of Town were paved with stars, 
It was such a romantic affair — 

And as we kissed and said, good night, 
A nightingale sang in Berkeley Square.’ 


The background noise swelled suddenly in volume as the pilot 
opened up his engines, and the song stopped. ‘Robert calling Zebra, 
Robert calling. I got down to about a hundred and forty, but that’s 
the limit of control. She’s bloody heavy, and my wrists are getting 
tired. I shall put down at about a hundred and fifty. Robert calling 
Zebra. I shall have to put her down at about a hundred and fifty.’ 

There was silence in the office, broken only by the hissing from 
the loud-speaker. The squadron leader broke it. ‘He’ll never get 
away with that, sir,’ he said quietly. ‘I think we ought to tell him to 
bale out.’ 

‘Let the gunner go?’ said Dobbie. 

The control officer nodded. ‘Would you mind stepping outside, 
sir?’ It was intolerable to have to talk a matter like this over before 
the signallers. 

They went out on to the balcony. The control officer said, ‘What 
I feel is this, sir. The gunner is badly wounded, too badly to bale 
out. He may very likely die in any case. If we let Marshall try and 

put her down at that speed, even on the runway, he’ll almost cer- 
tainly be killed. If we tell him to bale out, we save a good pilot.’ 

‘No we don’t,’ the wing commander said. ‘He’d never be a good 
pilot again.’ 

There was a short pause. ‘Besides,’ said Dobbie, ‘he’d never obey 
an order of that sort. I know that crew. If Marshall’s got to be killed, 
I'd just as soon he wasn’t killed while disobeying orders. Anyway, 
he may get away with it. He’s got very good hands.’ 

They came back into the office, in time to hear the loud-speaker 
start up again. ‘Robert calling Zebra, Robert calling Zebra. I have 
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fuel for forty minutes, I have fuel for forty minutes. I shall cruise 
around to burn up some of it. I shall land at oh three three five. I 
shall require all lights, and crash wagons at the intersection of run- 
ways two and four. I shall require all lights, and crash wagons at 
the intersection of runways two and four. Please send up a green 
now if this message is received and understood. Please send up a 
green now if this message is received and understood.’ 

Dobbie said, ‘Give him his green.’ The control officer went out 
of the light trap; from the balcony they heard the report of the 
pistol. 

The loud-speaker said, ‘Okay, Zebra, your green seen and under- 
stood, your green seen and understood. I shall get away now over 
towards Kingslake to avoid other aircraft landing, I shall go towards 
Kingslake. I shall return to land at oh three three five, I shall return 
and land at oh three three five. Robert calling Zebra.’ 

Dobbie turned to the control officer as he came back into the 
office. ‘Where’s Kingslake?’ 

‘Never heard of it.’ 

From the door of the radio-room Gervase spoke up, rather timidly. 
‘I know where Kingslake is, sir. It’s over towards Chipping Hinton.’ 

Dobbie glanced at the map on the wall. ‘Chipping Hinton —I see. 
What is this Kingslake place — a village?’ 

‘No. It’s a house — a house with a lake,’ . 

Dobbie laid his finger on a little blue spot on the map. ‘Is this the 
place?’ 

Gervase approached and looked at it. ‘That’s it, sir.’ 

The wing commander grunted. ‘I suppose that’s where you get 
the trout.’ 

‘Yes.’ There was nothing else to say, except the urgent question. 
‘Is Flight-Lieutenant Marshall going to bale out, sir?’ 

‘I haven't told him to.’ He looked down at her, noting a damp 
streak of hair sticking to her forehead, unbecoming. ‘You can go 
off if you want to,’ he said kindly. ‘The sergeant can carry on.’ 

Gervase said, ‘I’m quite all right.’ 

Dobbie nodded. ‘Good.’ 

Over their heads the hissing of the loud-speaker merged to a half- 
tone of reminiscent melody: 


‘That certain night, the night we met, 
There was magic abroad in the air. 
There were angels dining at the Ritz, 
And a nightingale sang in Berkeley Square.’ 
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“You'd think this was a bloody ENSA concert,’ said Dobbie. 
_ There was the sound of a truck outside the office, and the outer 
door opened. Sergeant Cobbett and Sergeant Pilot Franck thrust their 
_ way in, still clumsy in their flying suits and boots. They checked 
_when they saw the wing commander. ‘Crew of Robert, sir,’ said 
_ Cobbett. ‘We sent the wireless-operator along to hospital. 4 
Dobbie asked, ‘Is he bad?’ 
‘Only his hand.’ The flight engineer hesitated, and then said, ‘Is 


- Robert still up, sir?’ 


The wing commander jerked his head at the loud-speaker, smiling 
a little. ‘That’s him.’ 


‘The moon that lingered over London Town, 
Poor puzzled moon, he wore a frown .. .’ 


‘Aye,’ said the flight engineer. ‘He was singing that song most of 
the way home.’ 

‘He’s going to land at three thirty-five,’ said Dobbie. ‘What’s the 
matter with the gunner?’ 

Sergeant Franck said, ‘There was a shell, sir. I think it burst not 
in the turret but underneath. Both legs is broken, one above and one 
below his knee. I have made splints and bandages, with wads of 
gauze, and I have given dope in the same way that it says in the 
book.’ 

Gervase, listening, noticed for the first time that the Dane’s hands 
were dark and stained and that there was blood in smears all over 
his flying suit. You couldn’t help that, she reflected, when you were 
doing for a friend what Gunnar had done in the darkness and the 
wind blast of the shattered fuselage, tearing along in the black night. 

‘Where is he now ?’ 

Cobbett said, ‘We got him all comfy on the floor, sir, right back 
in the rear fuselage, feet forward, with his head about two feet 
forward of the tail wheel jack. We got him lashed down there all 
ways, so he won't shift whatever sort of landing the Cap makes. 
The Cap, he come along while Gunnar here was flying, and he see to 
that himself.’ 

‘Did you help him lash him down?’ 

‘Yes, sir. Me and the Cap did it.’ 

‘You'd better go with the headquarters crash wagon and get him 
out, quick as you can. Look sharp about it, in case there’s_a fire. 
You should be able to get him out of that in time.’ 

‘It won’t take long to get him out of it,’ the flight engineer said. 

_‘There’s a hole in the rear fuselage you could walk through.’ 
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‘All right — you go for the gunner. Sergeant Franck, you go with — 
the south bay crash wagon, and get the pilot out.’ 

‘Ver’ good, sir.’ 

‘Take both crash wagons to the intersection of two and four,’ 
said Dobbie. ‘Get out there as soon as you can. There are no other 
aircraft landing. He'll be putting down at three thirty-five — that 
gives you fourteen minutes to get out there. Do your best for him.’ 

They turned to go. By the door they noticed Gervase, white and 
tired. Gunnar checked for a moment by her. ‘I think that this will be 
okay,’ he said. ‘He is ver’ good pilot.’ 

She smiled weakly, but said nothing. Into the room there came the 
reminiscent melody, sung absently as an accompaniment to other 
occupations: 


‘I may be right, I may be wrong, 
But I’m perfectly willing to swear, ~ 

That when you turned and smiled at me, 
A nightingale sang in Berkeley Square.’ 


Sergeant Cobbett grinned at her. ‘Sounds happy, don’t he?’ he 
remarked. 


* * * * 


In the machine, peering through the starred windscreen into the 
starlit blackness of the night, Marshall sat singing softly to himself. 
He had tied a piece of cod line round the right-hand side of the half- 
wheel and taken it down to his thigh, so that the weight of his leg 
helped to ease the strain upon his wrists. Beside him and below the 
hatch was open, from which his crew had jumped; he could not 
reach to close it and a great blast of cold air came sweeping in 
around him and out through the window at his side. He did not 
mind. This rush of cold air was the very substance of the night, the 
quiet, deep blue serenity sifted with a thousand stars. 

He was happy, sitting there in the machine. He had found the 
Kingslake lake, or thought he had; once or twice in the deep black- 
ness of the woods he had seen starlight reflected upon water. Rough 
bearings from the beacon at Nottingdene and the beacon at Gonsall 
indicated he was somewhere near his fishing. It made the serenity 
complete for him to be there. 

Presently, very soon, he would return to Hartley Magna to put 
down. Either you got away with these things or you didn’t; it didn’t 
‘seem to mean much either way. He had been very near to death in 
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_ Germany only three hours before; he now had a sporting chance 
_ of life at Hartley, and he only felt relief. Whatever happened, he 


would be on his own runway, tended by his friends, with everybody 


_ working to help him. And Gervase would be there. 


He sat there staring forward at the stars, and singing quietly to 


himself. 


* * * * 


In the control office Gervase sat down at her little table, and tried 
to work upon her signal log. There was nothing to do now for the 
next few minutes and she must not fuss about, because that put 


_ people off. She sat there staring at her own handwriting, listening to 


the low repetition of the song from the loud-speaker. Whatever any- 
body else might be feeling, she knew that Flight-Lieutenant Marshall 
was happy, and she was glad for him, and comforted herself. And 
sitting there, she knew that she was always glad when he was happy, 
and she was always miserable when he was worried; it was like 
that between them, and would be, whatever they might do or say. 
He had been right, she felt, and she had been quite wrong; there was 
something wonderful for them if they gave themselves a chance. 
Within the next few minutes, Peter might be killed in putting down 
at that colossal speed upon the runway. If he was not killed, she 


- would find herself married to him very soon. It wasn’t fair to keep 


him hanging round now that she had made her mind up, nor did 
she want to hang around herself. 


On the loud-speaker the song broke off, and the background noise 
diminished. ‘Robert calling Zebra, Robert calling Zebra. I am 
approaching from the west and dropping off some height, approach- 
ing from the west and losing height. If you are ready for me, please, 
put on all lights. Robert calling Zebra.’ 

Dobbie nodded to the control officer, who spoke into his tele- 
phone. Outside the Chance lights blazed out from the lee boundaries 
of the aerodrome, so that everything was as bright as day. The con- 
trol officer told Gervase to get the speaker to full volume, and went 
out on to the balcony with Dobbie, propping the light trap doors 
open behind them. Gervase went to the balcony door and stood in 
the doorway looking out, ready to get back to her signallers imme- 
diately. 

het Zebra, Robert calling Zebra, thank you for lights. 1 am now 
south of you, now south of you, and turning to come in, turning to 


— come in.’ 
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On the balcony they stood tense. On the grass beside the office 
Gervase saw a little group of men in flying kit; she recognized Pat 
Johnson, and Davy, and Lines, and Sergeant Pilot Nutter amongst 
others. There was nothing they could do to help, but they could not 
stay away. They were standing motionless, straining their eyes into 
the sky beyond the blinding lights. 

From the lit office behind Gervase the loud-speaker said, ‘Robert 
calling Zebra. I am now coming in to land, coming in to land, bring- 
ing her in at about a hundred and eighty. Here we go. Robert calling 
Zebra. Here we go.’ 

Staring straight into the searchlights, Gervase could not see a — 
thing beyond the middle of the aerodrome. She could see the two 
crash wagons at the intersection of the runways, one on each side 
of the main runway, facing each other, ready to spring to the crash 
the instant the machine came to rest. Each truck was crowded with 
men hanging on to it, and some of these weré ghostly in white 
cowled asbestos overalls. A hundred yards behind the near crash 
wagon was the ambulance, its medical crew by it, staring at the 
sky. 

Suddenly everybody exclaimed, and everybody saw the aircraft. 
It was about thirty feet up over the runway’s end. Its under-carriage 
was retracted and no flaps were down; its tail was high, both engines 
going hard, and it was moving very fast. Gervase had time to note 
that one wing seemed little better than a stub beyond the engine, 
and time to see a spurt of white fumes from each engine. For an 
instant she thought miserably that it was on fire. Beside her she 
heard Dobbie say quietly, ‘Good man. He’s remembered his 
Graviners,’ and realized that the pilot had set off fire extinguishers. 

Then, quite deliberately the aircraft flew on to the ground. A 
great shower of sparks flew up behind it from the runway. It held 
its course for three or four seconds, its tail high above the wing, 
unnatural and terrifying. Then it fell over sideways, still travelling 
at an enormous speed. The stub of the port wing touched ground and 
the tail dropped low; the undamaged starboard wing rose up 
vertically till the whole plan of the aircraft was presented to them, 
the body high above the ground. The port tail plane spun free up 
in the air behind, and the whole aircraft pirouetted round upon the 
broken wing, still travelling at an immense speed down the runway. 
It hung vertically on edge for an instant, the undamaged wing point- 
ing to the sky. Then it fell back with a great crash on to the runway, 
right side up, and slid tail first to rest two hundred yards beyond the 
crash wagons. 
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The control officer turned to the wing commander. ‘Right side 


up,’ he cried. ‘He should have got away with it.’ 


Dobbie nodded. ‘I was afraid it was going on its back.’ 
They stood for a moment, watching the crash wagons spurt up to 
the wreck, watching the men leap off and get to work. A cloud of 


_ smoke and dust masked what was going on, but there was no fire. 


Dobbie turned away. ‘I’m going out there in my Jeep,’ he said. ‘Get 
the lights out as soon as the ambulance is away.’ 

In the control office he passed the section officer. ‘You can go off 
duty now,’ he said. ‘There'll be no more in your line to-night.’ He 
hesitated. “You'll get the news you want up at the hospital,’ he said. 


_ ‘I should get up there.’ 


Gervase wanted to say, ‘Thank you, sir,’ but the words would not 
come. She just looked at him dumbly and nodded, and he glanced 
at her, and went on out to his Jeep, and jumped into it, and drove it 


' straight out over the rough grass towards the wreck. 


Gervase put on her coat and cap, told the W.A.A.F. sergeant to 
carry on, and went out of the office. At the road intersection with 
the runway she ran into a group of pilots still in flying suits; their 
eyes, used to the darkness, could recognize her, though she could 
not distinguish them. Pat Johnson said, ‘We’re just hanging round 
till someone comes up to tell us what hapened.’ 

She moved towards him; he was someone friendly, that she knew 
well. ‘Winco told me to go up to the hospital. He said I’d find out 
there.’ 

‘Not a bad idea.’ 

They turned, and walked together in the starlit night; as they 
went the ambulance spun past them smoothly and quietly; they 
could not see who was in it. It took them ten minutes to reach the 
hospital; as they got there, the ambulance was moving off again. 
At the door they found an orderly and asked him about it. 

‘Rear-gunner,’ he said. “Taking him straight into hospital at 
Oxford. The M.O. said not to take him off the stretcher here or any- 
thing — just take him right along to Oxford.’ 

Johnson asked, ‘Did the pilot come up with the ambulance?’ 

‘Aye, he’s inside with the M.O. Got his face cut about a bit, but 
that’s all.’ 

It was odd, Gervase thought, that whenever good news came she 
wanted to be sick. 

‘Born to be hanged,’ said Mr Johnson cheerfully. “You can’t dodge 
Fate.’ 

They stood in the corridor outside the surgery for a time, waiting 


617 


for something to happen. Presently the door opened and the medical 
officer came out. ‘Hullo,’ he said. ‘Are you waiting for Marshall?’ 

‘Just like to know what sort of a state he’s in,’ said Johnson. 

‘He’s all right. He wants to sleep in his own bed. If you like, you 
can take him over and put him to bed. I’ll be along in about a quarter 
of an hour with some tablets for him. My truck’s outside; you can 
take him in that.’ 

They went into the surgery, and Gervase saw Marshall sitting in 
a chair grinning at her; he had white strapping and lint over the 
right side of his forehead and his eyebrow. She said shyly, ‘Hullo, 
Peter. How are you feeling?’ 

He said, ‘I’m fine, only I can’t use my hands.’ His hands were 
lying on his knees, palm upwards; as they looked the finger-tips 
twitched very slightly. ‘Look, I’m trying to bend them. Isn’t that 
bloody funny?’ 

‘That all you can do?’ asked Mr Johnson, interested. 

‘That’s all.’ 

‘It’s going to make a lot of difference to the beer situation in the 
mess,’ said Mr Johnson thoughtfully. ‘The medical officer says we’ve 
got to take you and put you to bed.’ 

Marshall looked up at Gervase. ‘That doesn’t sound quite nice,’ he 
said smiling. 

Their eyes met and they laughed. 

‘It’s not,’ she said. “We'll kick Pat out as soon as he’s helped you 
upstairs.’ 


CHAPTER NINE 


In the white-flowered hawthorn brake, 
Love, be merry for my sake; 
Twine the blossoms in my hair, 
Kiss me where I am most fair — 
Kiss me, love, for who knoweth 
What thing cometh after death? 


WILLIAM Morris. 


Gervase slept late next day. She had not got to bed till about half 
past five, when it was full grey dawn. She had been hungry, not un- 
naturally, and had visited the kitchen of the mess at about five 
o'clock with Pat Johnson; they had discovered some lukewarm cocoa 
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and three dozen plates of bread and butter cut ready for breakfast, 


_ and they had eaten themselves full. She slept till noon, and only got 
_ up then because she was hungry again and if she got up she would 
be in time to have some lunch. 


2 Pa 


She got into the ante-room just before the medical officer, a Flight- 


_ Lieutenant called Proctor. Davy asked the question before she could. 


“‘How’s our nightingale?’ 

‘Asleep. He won’t wake up just yet. Don’t any of you go and 
wake him; I want him to have a good long sleep.’ 

Pat Johnson said, ‘What’s wrong with his hands?’ 

‘Nothing functional. Last night it was just nervous reaction. He’ll 
probably be all right when he wakes up.’ 

Lines said, “‘That’s what you told us about Tommy Broadhead. It 


~ took him four months.’ 


‘That's right,’ the surgeon said easily. ‘I have to shoot a line to 
keep up your morale.’ 

There were matters that were tacitly avoided in the mess, and 
nervous trouble was one of them. Gervase changed the subject by 
asking, ‘How is Sergeant Phillips?’ 

‘I rang up this morning, but it’s too early to say much. They think 
they’ll save his legs.’ 

‘Marshall will want to know about that as soon as he wakes,’ said 
Gervase. 

‘Yes — of course. |’]l ring up again about tea-time.’ 

They went into lunch. Gervase sat long in the ante-room after- 
wards, drowsily looking at the Illustrated London News. She roused 
at about half past three and went out, thinking to walk round the 
aerodrome. But in the hall she met the medical officer coming down 
from the bedrooms, and she stopped to speak to him. 

‘Is Flight-Lieutenant Marshall awake yet?’ 

He shook his head. ‘He’s sleeping more lightly.’ He looked at her 
thoughtfully, thinking of the fish that this section officer had brought 
home with his patient only a few days before. ‘You're a great friend 
of his, aren’t you?’ 

There was nobody else within hearing; it was the middle of the 
afternoon and the mess was deserted. She said, ‘Yes.’ 

‘Are you going to marry him, or anything like that?’ 

‘He asked me to some time ago,’ she said. She knew this to be a 
purely medical enquiry. ‘I think we'll be announcing it pretty soon.’ 

He nodded. ‘I thought so. Would you like to take him up a cup 
of tea in an hour’s time, and wake him up?’ 

‘All right.’ 
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‘I think that might be a good thing.’ He hesitated, and then said, 
‘If he has any difficulty with his hands do what you can to make 
him use them. But don’t let him get worried or panicky about it if 
they aren’t quite right at first. He may have to have some leave.’ 

She met his eyes. ‘He couldn’t use them at all last night. We had 
to do everything for him.’ 

‘I know. See if you can get him to use them. I always think it’s 
a great pity to have to start electrical treatment, or massage, except- 
ing in the last resort. I’ve known that start a hospital psychosis 
before now. Just see if you can make him use them naturally.’ 

‘All right. Ought he to get up?’ 

‘Give me a ring if he wants to, and Ill slip over from the surgery 
and see him. Otherwise he’s just as well in bed.’ 

She went out for a little walk along the ring runway; out in the 
middle of the aerodrome there were still trucks and cranes disposing 
of the scrap duralumin that had been R for Robert, and towing it 
to the knackers’ yard right over on the far side by the hedge. She 
did not get so far as that, but turned back to the mess, and took two 
cups of tea furtively from the dining-room, and slipped away with 
them upstairs to the bedroom floor, where no W.A.A.F. officer would 
dream of going normally if she valued her commission. 

She opened the door carefully, with two cups of tea in her hand. 
Marshall was awake in bed; he turned his head as she came in. ‘I 
say,’ he said. “There’ll be a stinking row if anybody catches you in 
here, Gervase. 

She said, ‘I brought you up a cup of tea, Peter.’ 

‘Thanks awfully. Put it down, and come and give me a kiss, and 
then nip out quietly. I’m going to get up. I’ll see you downstairs.’ 

He looked very like a little boy, she felt, lying there in bed and 
worrying about her. She put the cups down carefully upon the chest 
of drawers. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘This wasn’t my idea. The M.O. 
said I was to bring you up a cup of tea and wake you up.’ 

‘Did he? Damn decent of him. How long do you think it would 
take to wake me up?’ 

‘About as long as it takes me to drink this cup of tea.’ She sat down 
on the edge of his bed. ‘How are you feeling, Peter? How’s your 
head?’ 

He struggled up into a sitting attitude. ‘My head’s all right. But I 
can’t do anything with my hands.’ He sounded worried and incred- 
ulous. ‘Look — they just won’t work.’ 

The finger-tips flexed very slightly. She took one of his hands in 
her own, and stroked it. ‘Feel that?’ 
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- ‘Sort of. It feels all kind of numb inside.’ 

She bent impulsively and kissed the back of his hand. He put the 
other hand up and stroked her hair clumsily, and they were silent 
for a minute or two. Presently she drew back. ‘You'll have to take 
it easy for a bit,’ she said. ‘You said your wrists were tired, over 
the R/T.’ 

‘Did I? Were you listening in?’ 

She nodded. ‘You said your wrists were tired quite early on, and 
that was a long time before you landed.’ 

‘So they were,’ he said. ‘She was frightfully heavy to hold. I was 
afraid they weren’t going to last out, and that I wouldn’t be able to 
hold the wheel any longer.’ 

She massaged his wrist gently. ‘It'll come back as soon as the 
muscles are rested,’ she said. ‘It’s a sort of sprain.’ She got up and 


_ fetched the tea over, and put both cups on the floor beside the bed. 


Tll hold the cup for you while you drink.’ 

He said, ‘Do you know how Phillips is getting on?’ 

She told him what she knew, and she gave him his tea in little sips, 
holding the cup for him. And presently she said, ‘I’ve been thinking 
about things, Peter — about us. Do you still want to marry me?’ 

He put out his hand and stroked her arm clumsily to the elbow. 
‘I want that frightfully,’ he said. ‘But only if it’s going to be as good 
for you as it would be for me.’ 

She said, ‘If we didn’t get married, I don’t think I’d ever be happy 
again.’ 

an shade of apprehension came into his eyes. ‘You're really sure, 
Gervase? I mean, this isn’t because you think it was a good show, 
what I did last night?’ 

She shook her head. ‘It was a good show, Peter, and I’m frightfully 
proud. But it was before that, when you didn’t send ‘Mission Com- 
pleted”, that I knew. You see —I thought you were dead, Peter, and 
you wouldn’t come back at all. That’s when I knew what I really 
felt about you, and what it would mean, sort of going on alone.’ 

Medical officer or no, if the Queen W.A.A.F. had happened to look 
into Bedroom 16 in the next few minutes, Gervase would have been 
out of the service within half an hour. But she didn’t, and presently 
they broke away and sat quiet for a minute, looking at each other. 

Marshall said, ‘Got any ideas about when?’ 

She said, ‘Let’s have it soon, Peter. You’ve only got two more ops 
to do, and then you'll be sent away. If we’re going to be married, 
I'd like to be married before you go.’ 

He said, ‘We ought to meet each other’s people. Mine won't 
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worry, but I’d like to keep them sweet.’ 

She said, ‘It’s the same with me. But we could get a week’s leave, 
and go and see them both.’ 

He nodded. ‘It takes about three weeks to get married, anyway, 
unless you pay out about forty quid for a special licence.’ 

‘We're not going to do that,’ she said. ‘We'll be glad of forty 
quid when the peace comes.’ 

They talked until the lapse of time scared them. Gervase gathered 

‘up the cups. ‘I'll go down and ring the M.O. and he'll come and tell 
you if you can get up,’ she said. 

He smiled at her. ‘It’ll be rotten if I get transferred away as soon 
as we’re married,’ he said. ‘You'll have to get a shift, too.’ 

Gervase said vaguely, ‘I expect I could do that.’ 

She went out, walking in a dream. Because of that, she did not go 
with caution. In the hall, at the foot of the stairs, she ran into Flight 
Officer Stevens, and Mrs Stevens was in one of her more difficult 
moods. 

She stared at Gervase, and at the tea cups in her hands. ‘Have you 
been up on the bedroom floor?’ she demanded. 

Gervase started, and flushed. ‘I took Flight-Lieutenant Marshall 
up a cup of tea,’ she said. 

‘In his bedroom ?’ 

Her tone angered the girl. ‘In his bedroom,’ she replied. ‘What’s 
more, he was in bed.’ 

The Flight Officer stared at her. “You know perfectly well that 
that’s against the rules,’ she said. “You could be cashiered for that.’ 

The girl said angrily, ‘Do you mean you think I’ve been doing 
something wrong?’ 

Her anger spread to the flight officer. ‘T mean I’m going to report 
you to the adjutant for insubordination and indiscipline,’ she said. 
“You'd better get back to your quarters now.’ 

Gervase flushed scarlet. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘report me. I’m en- 
gaged to Peter Marshall, and we’re going to be married very soon, 
so I want to get out of the W.A.A.F.s so that we can be together. 
I was going to do the usual. If you get me chucked out for miscon- 
duct it’ll save me a lot of trouble.’ 

The grey-haired flight officer looked at her thoughtfully. ‘You’re 
not officially engaged,’ she said. 

‘I am,’ said Gervase hotly. ‘I wasn’t when I went upstairs, but I 
am now. I don’t know if that makes a difference in the rules— 
whether an engaged officer may go and see her fiancé in bed after 
a crash, and what happens to an officer who’s not engaged when 
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she goes up and is when she comes down. But anyway, the M.O. told 
me to take him a cup of tea.’ 
‘He did? He shouldn’t have told you to do anything of the sort. 


_ You shouldn’t have gone.’ 


Gervase said angrily, ‘I don’t agree with you. If you feel you’ve 
got to report me, go ahead and do it, and let’s have a bit of fun.’ 
She marched off, carrying her cups. The flight officer went off to 


_ find the adjutant. 


Gervase was still very angry when Marshall came downstairs 


_ three-quarters of an hour later, escorted by the young M.O. Gervase 


met them in the hall. ‘He says I can go out a bit,’ said Marshall. ‘1 
want to go and see what’s left of Robert.’ 

Proctor said, “You'd better go in my truck. Don’t go and get tired. 
I'll expect to see you back here in an hour.’ 

He walked out with them to the truck; Gervase got into the driv- 
ing seat and they drove off towards the runway. The medical officer 
turned and went to the Headquarters office, and went into Wing- 
Commander Dobbie. The C.O. was talking to the Adjutant; they 
looked up as the M.O. poked his head around the door. 

‘Sorry sir,’ said Proctor. ‘Could I have a word when you're free?” 

‘Is this about Marshall?’ 

The medical officer said, ‘Yes.’ 

‘Come on in,’ said Dobbie. ‘Let’s have your story.’ 

Faintly surprised, the Surgeon Flight-Lieutenant said, ‘There’s no. 
story, sir. His head is quite all right — just one deep scar that will 
need dressing every day. His hands are semi-paralysed, but that’s: 
only nervous strain, together with muscular fatigue; it’ll go off in a 
short time. I was going to suggest you send him home on leave for 
a few days. He lives quite close to an R.A.F. hospital, and he can 
have his scar dressed there.’ 

‘I don’t mind,’ said Dobbie. ‘You don’t want to take him into 
hospital?’ 

‘Not if I can help it. I don’t like hospital with these slight nervous 
troubles.’ He hesitated. ‘He’s just got himself engaged,’ he said. ‘If 
Section Officer Robertson wants leave at the same time I’d think it 
was a very good thing for him.’ 

Dobbie laughed, and turned to Chesterton. ‘He’s the nigger in the 
wood pile.’ He turned back to the surgeon, still laughing. ‘Did you 
send Section Officer Robertson up to Marshall with a cup of tea?’ 
he said. 

The surgeon looked surprised. “Yes, I did. Why?’ 

‘You started something. Old Mother Stevens has just been in to 
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report her for indiscipline — to wit, visiting an officer in his bedroom.’ 

‘For Christ’s sake,’ said the surgeon irritably. 

Dobbie turned more serious. ‘All very well,’ he said, ‘but we can’t 
slur over it like that. The W.A.A.F.s are very strict about these things, 
you know.’ 

Proctor said, ‘I’m strict about my job as well, sir. I do my duty 
by the crews to the best of my ability. I told that girl to go and wake 
him up because I thought it would be helpful to that pilot. I’m sorry 
if I acted thoughtlessly about the W.A.A.F.s, but I still think it was 
the right thing to do.’ 

‘I don’t doubt you in the least,’ said Dobbie. ‘The only thing I’m 
worried about is, what to do with Flight Officer Stevens and her 
moan.’ 

Chesterton leaned forward. ‘Send both of them off on leave for 
a week,’ he said, ‘and stall Mother Stevens. I’ll see her this evening 
and tell her all the circumstances, and see if I can calm her down. 
She’s all right if you take her the right way.’ 

Dobbie nodded. ‘I’ll come into the mess and take a glass of sherry 
off them before dinner,’ he said. ‘That'll put it all on an official basis 
for the W.A.A.F.s. 

In the truck, halted by the side of the ring runway, Gervase was 
telling Peter all about it. ‘It was awful,’ she said. ‘I think I’m going 
to get into a frightful row, but the M.O. told me to take tea up to 
you.’ 

‘It’s crackers,’ said the pilot. ‘They can’t possibly do anything to 
you for that.’ 

Gervase said timidly, ‘Would you like to sort of tell people in the 
mess this evening, Peter? It might spike their guns a bit.’ 

He drew her to him clumsily in the truck and kissed her, regard- 
less of an interested A.C.2 approaching in the middle distance. ‘Suits 
me,’ he said. ‘It makes it harder for you to get out of it.’ 

Presently, feeling some slight stir of service decency and aero- 
drome behaviour, they disentangled and drove on round the run- 
way. In the warm sunlight of the summer afternoon they got out of 
the truck and walked over the grass to the remains of what had once 
been R for Robert. The fuselage was broken by the crash and 
shattered by cannon fire; the turret was crushed and stained with 
blood. ‘Proctor said Sergeant Phillips is going on all right,’ said 
Marshall. ‘He’s been asking about me. I’d like to drive into Oxford 
to-morrow and see him, if they’ll let me.’ 

They walked forward to the broken cockpit. The wheel was still 
intact, a piece of codline hanging from the right-hand side. For the 
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~ rest, it was just smelly, bent, and tangled wreckage waiting to be 
_ carted to some dump to lie and rot. 


‘Poor old Robert,’ said the pilot thoughtfully. ‘I did a lot of hours 


_ in her.’ They got into the truck and went back to the hospital. 


Proctor came out to meet them at the door. ‘I’ve just had a word 
with Winco about you,’ he said to Marshall. ‘Like to go on leave a 


S bit?’ 


Marshall hesitated, and involuntarily glanced at Gervase. ‘Think 
I ought to?’ 

‘Might be a good thing.’ He hesitated in turn. ‘I told Winco you 
two were engaged,’ he said diffidently. ‘I hope you don’t mind. 
Matter of fact, there’s a bit of a hoo-hah on about your tea-party.’ 

“Well, that’s your fault,’ said Marshall directly. ‘You told her to 
come up.’ 

‘I know it’s my fault,’ said the surgeon. ‘I told Winco so. Matter 
of fact, I think he wants to get you both off the station on leave till 
the heat goes off.’ 

Gervase said, ‘Does he want me to go on leave as well?’ 

‘I think so. Chesterton put that idea into his mind. I said I thought 
it would be good for Marshall if you went together.’ ; 

Gervase turned to Peter, troubled and distressed. ‘It’s awful,’ she 
said. ‘I’ve never been mixed up in anything like this before.’ 

He smiled down at her. “‘You’ve never been engaged before.’ 

‘Does getting engaged always land you in a blazing row?’ 

‘Always,’ said the surgeon firmly. ‘I’ve never known it miss.’ 

Gervase said, ‘I do think someone might have told me.’ 

Marshall turned to the surgeon. ‘Is Winco in his office still?’ 

‘T think he is.’ 

‘T’d better go along and see him. I’m not going off on leave until 
I’ve seen my rear-gunner. Can I go and see him to-morrow?’ 

‘I should think so. I’ll ring up and ask if that will be all right.’ 

They left the truck before the hospital, and walked on up the road 
towards Headquarters. The wing commander came out as they 
approached; he saw them and turned briskly towards them. 

‘Evening, Marshall,’ he said. ‘How are you feeling?’ 

The pilot grinned at him. ‘Okay, sir,’ he said. ‘I’ve just been down 
to have a look at Robert.’ 

‘Not much of it left.’ 

‘No. I’m sorry about that; I thought I’d get her down more in one 

1ece.’ 
; ‘Bloody lucky to get her down at all,’ said Dobbie. ‘How are your 


_ hands?’ 
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‘I can’t do much with them. Proctor says I’ve got to go on leave.’ 

‘He told me that. You’d better get away first thing to-morrow.’ 

The pilot said, ‘I would like to go into Oxford first to see Sergeant 
Phillips, sir. I don’t suppose I'll be able to see him till the afternoon. 
Could I go the day after?’ 

‘All right.’ He spoke for a few minutes about hospital treatment — 
for the cuts upon the pilot’s face, and about a Medical Board before 
resuming flying. Then the wing commander glanced at Gervase; 
there was a momentary pause. 

She said diffidently, ‘Could I take a week’s leave at the same time, 
sir?’ She coloured a little. “We've decided to get married.’ 

Dobbie grinned. ‘Thank God for that.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘There’d have been the father and mother of a row if you hadn't,’ 
said the wing commander. ‘Yes, you can go off. I’ll see Mrs Stevens. 
You'd better try and make your peace with her before you go, but 
for God’s sake don’t upset her any more.’ 

Marshall said seriously, ‘That was Proctor’s doing, sir. It was his 
idea that she should bring me up a cup of tea.’ 

‘I know,’ said Dobbie. ‘The whole tea party was most unpleasant 
for you both, and must have caused you a great deal of embarrass- 
ment All I say is, don’t do it again. Are you going to stand me a glass 
of sherry in the mess to-night?’ 

‘We'd like that, sir.’ 

‘All right. I'll see if I can get Mrs Stevens to come too.’ 

He strode off up the road; in the calm evening sunlight Marshall 
and Gervase turned and walked slowly to the mess. In the porch 
they met Flight-Lieutenant Johnson, returning from the links. 

‘How’s Nightingale?’ he asked. 

Marshall grinned weakly. ‘Not so bad.’ He hesitated; it was as 
well to get it over. ‘Got a bit of news,’ he said. ‘Give you three 
guesses.’ 

Mr Johnson cocked an eye at them. ‘They’re sending you back to 
F.T.S. to learn to land an aircraft?’ he said. 

‘No,’ said Gervase. “That’s one.’ 

“You've pulled another of those things out of the main drain?’ 

‘No,’ said Gervase. ‘Now just try, Pat. Think very, very hard.’ 

He turned to her and said innocently, ‘Somebody’s caught up 
with him with an affiliation order?’ 

The meeting became confused. ‘We'll have to tell him,’ Gervase 
said at last. ‘We're going to be married, Pat.’ 

Mr Johnson said, ‘I am surprised.’ He glanced at them. ‘It all 
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started with that fish. I always said no good would come of that 


_ fish.’ 


ij 


Lt 
5 
1 

% 


Gervase said, ‘Well, anyway, you get a glass of sherry out of it.’ 
That night the name Nightingale descended upon Marshall and 
adhered; he was known for the remainder of his service in the R.A.F. 
as Nightingale Marshall. Gervase before long was to grow accus- 
tomed to being addressed by young men and women as Mrs Night- 
ingale, who had never heard her real married name. That first night 


_ it was all a great joke for an hour or two, terminating when Proctor 
_ sent Marshall up to bed and Gervase went over to her own mess in 


the W.A.A-F. officers’ quarters. In the sitting-room she found Mrs 
Stevens alone, smoking and reading. 
She hesitated at the door. ‘I asked Wing-Commander Dobbie if 
I might go off on a week’s leave,’ she said. ‘Did he mention it to you?’ 
The older woman looked up. ‘That’s right. Come in and sit down 


© a bit.’ 


Gervase went and sat down rather awkwardly. ‘I’m sorry I was 
rude this afternoon,’ she said. ‘I was a bit excited, I suppose.’ 

The flight officer said dryly, ‘I imagine so.’ And then she smiled. 
“Are you very happy?’ 

‘Frightfully,’ said Gervase soberly. 

“Well, you'd better get off the station before we have another row. 
W.A.A.F. rules aren’t made to cope with people like you and Peter 
Marshall, in your state.’ 

The girl looked up in wonder. ‘I suppose they’re not. One seems 
to look at things so differently.’ 

They stayed talking together for a quarter of an hour. Then 
Gervase went to bed at nine o’clock and slept the whole night 
through. 

She was early in her office next morning, cleaning up her work 
and handing over to Section Officer Millington, in readiness for going 
off on leave. In the middle of the morning Marshall came into her 
office. ‘It’s all right to go and see Phillips this afternoon,’ he said. 
‘Proctor says we can take his truck. Will you be able to drive me?’ 

‘I think so, Peter. There’s nothing much to stay for.’ She thought 
for a minute. “You won’t be very long with him, will you?’ 

He shook his head. ‘They won’t let me stay more than a few 
minutes I should think.’ 

She said, ‘Do you think it would be nice to take some stuff for 
tea and have it somewhere? I mean, if Proctor’s lending us his 
Pouck oo, 7 

He grinned. ‘I think that’s a wizard idea.’ They settled that she 
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should get some tea put up into a thermos-flask and sandwiches, and 
they would try and get some cakes and fruit in Oxford. ‘If we get 
enough’ said Gervase, ‘we can cut supper and stay out till quite late.’ 

‘Okay. I'll tell Proctor he can kiss his truck good-bye for the rest 
of the day.’ 

‘Get somebody to fill it up, Peter.’ 

He nodded. ‘I’m just going in to see Winco about Phillips. I think 
he ought to get a D.F.M. even if he did shoot the thing down on top 
of us.’ 

‘It’s the second one he’s shot down, isn’t it?’ 

The pilot nodded. ‘The point is he was wounded before he got 
this one. He got shot up in the first attack.’ 

‘I didn’t know that, Peter.’ She had not asked for any details of 
the night’s work fearing to revive memories that would upset him. 

‘Sorry, Gervase —I thought you knew. I'll tell, you about it this 
afternoon.’ 

He went off to the wing commander’s office and Gervase sat down 
at her desk to write a letter to her mother in Thirsk, breaking the 
news that she was going to be married. She did not write very 
logically. Having described her young man she went on, “We'll try 
and get up to Thirsk in a few days before I have to come back here 
as soon as they will let Peter travel but I’ll let you know again as 
soon as we know. We want to be married quite soon because Peter’s — 
going to be shifted probably to Scotland, so I want to leave the 
W.A.A.F.s so that we can be together, so we'll have to get busy.’ She 
ended up by saying, ‘I’m terribly happy, darling mother, and I hope 
you and Daddy will be too.’ 

She posted this before lunch and lunched with Peteri in the mess, 
cutting up his roast lamb for him so that he could eat it with a spoon, 
to the accompaniment of a running commentary from Mr Johnson. 
They got off afterwards in the small Austin truck with the canvas 
canopy over the rear body and Hag out of the station in good spirits, 
Gervase at the wheel. 

They got to Oxford in about half an hour and drove straight to 
the hospital. They came out twenty minutes later considerably 
sobered; there had been nothing funny in the pathetic gratitude of a 
very sick young man lying stretched upon a complicated rack of 
weights and pulleys made up into a bed. The incongruity of life in 
England struck Gervase very forcibly as they went out into the 
crowded streets of Oxford to buy buns and fruit if they could find 
any. The streets were cheerful and busy, remote from any element 
of war except the uniforms. But they had come straight from the 
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bedside of a young man who had been shot up over Hamburg only 
thirty-six hours before, and Peter walking with her could not use 
his hands. 

They bought some gooseberries in a bag and a few tired-looking 
rock-cakes and four doubtful sausage-rolls all the food that they 
could find in Oxford in the middle of the afternoon. Then they 
walked around and looked at engagement-rings in shop windows, 
and came to the conclusion that they would do better in London. 
And then, because they were tired of being in the company of other 
people they went back to the truck and got out on the road again. 

They discussed where they should go to have their tea as they 
drove out of Oxford. Kingslake was ruled out because Marshall could 
not use his hands enough for fishing, and because Gunnar Franck 
and Cobbett were most likely to be there and they wanted to be 
alone. 

“What about Coldstone Mill?’ asked Gervase. ‘It’s nice there.’ 

‘I caught a pike there once,’ said Marshall. ‘Did I ever tell you?’ 

‘Not properly,’ said Gervase. ‘We’ll go there and have tea and 
you shall tell me all about it. It’s not much out of our way.’ 

It was very pleasant out at Coldstone Mill that afternoon in May. 
Chestnut and hawthorn were in bloom; in the mill-pool the water 
slipped translucent over the gravelly shallows and the new pale-green 
weed, brilliant in the sunlight. They drove the truck a few yards off 
the road down to the grass beside the water and went on for fifty 
yards carrying their thermos and their paper bags till they found a 
place that suited them beside the running stream. There they sat 
down very close together and began to talk, but not about fishing. 

Presently Gervase said, ‘You'd like us to get married pretty soon, 
Peter, wouldn’t you?’ 

He drew her a little more comfortably close to him. ‘I would,’ 
he said. ‘I don’t want to hurry you, Gervase.’ 

She smiled up at him. ‘I'd like to. If we’re going to do it, let’s do 
it right away. I don’t see that we’ve got anything to wait for.’ She 
felt, although she would not put it into words, that it would be better 
for him to be married, that if she wanted to keep Peter Marshall safe 
she must reduce the nervous strain upon him to the utmost that 
she could. ‘I’d like to be married before you go on ops again,’ she 
said. 

‘I believe we could do that,’ said Marshall thoughtfully, ‘if we 
went at it right away. I don’t see myself going again for the thick 
end of a month.’ 

She caressed his hand gently. ‘Nor do I.’ 
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Presently he said, ‘There’s one thing, though. I’ve only got two 
more ops to do. Then I’ll be transferred away from here, Gervase.’ 
He looked down at her, worried. ‘That means that I get buzzed off 
somewhere else just after we’ve got married, leaving you here. Have © 
you thought of that?’ 

She nodded. ‘I’ve thought of that one, Peter. I think I’d like to 
leave the W.A.A.F.s.’ 

‘Honestly ?’ 

‘Honestly, if we’re going to get married.’ 

There was silence for a little. Gervase, resting against his shoulder, 
thought how quickly she had changed her views about her work. 
Only a few months before she had thought that her work in the 
R.A.F. mattered more than anything else. Work in the R.A.F. still 
mattered in her life, but it was Peter’s work. 

He was troubled. ‘I don’t want you to give up too much,’ he said. 
‘It seems a bit one sided.’ ¢ 

She sat up a little. ‘I’ve loved being in the W.A.A.F.s,’ she said. ‘] 
don’t think specially because I like the service. I’ve been very un- 
happy in it at times. I was miserable when first I came to Hartley. 
But I’ve loved learning to do an important job really well — that’s 
been the real fun. And you can get that in other ways.’ 

‘What sort of ways?’ 

‘Being a wife,’ said Gervase simply. ‘I-don’t know the first thing 
about it, Peter. But if I’m going to do it, then I want to do it well. 
And that’s not staying on at Hartley as a married W.A.A.F. while 
youre in Scotland flying Liberators.’ She paused. ‘I’d like to leave 
the W.A.A.F.s now, honestly.’ 

They sat quiet together for a while, watching the water running 
past over the weir. And presently he said, ‘I’ve always understood 
that there were one or two minor formalities before you can get out 
of the W.A-AFs.’ 

She glanced up at him; his face was solemn but his eyes were 
dancing. ‘I know,’ she said. “You have to get chucked out for mis- 
behaviour, or else you have to start a family.’ 

Their eyes met, laughing. ‘I’ll help you misbehave at any time,’ 
he said obligingly. ‘Just say the word and I'll bring out my rude 
suggestion.’ 

‘There doesn’t seem to be much difference, does there?’ she said 
thoughtfully. ‘But if I’m going to leave the W.A.A.F.s I don’t want 
to soe up like that. I'd rather start the family and go out grace- 
fully.’ 

They sat for some time quietly together, planning their progeny; 
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four seemed to them to be a good round number as a first objective. 
‘Four kids ought to be able to support us in our declining years,’ said 
Marshall. ‘I mean after all, one of the four ought to make some 
money.’ 

“You might make some yourself,’ she pointed out. ‘That makes 


_ five chances.’ 


He stared out across the mill-pool soberly. ‘I was only making 
four pounds ten a week in the insurance racket,’ he said quietly. ‘If 
the war ends, I may have to go back to that, and you'll have a baby, 
Gervase. If it goes on long enough you might have two. Have you 
thought of that side of it?’ 

‘She turned and faced him, as serious as he was. ‘I’ve thought of 
that, Peter. I suppose we're being foolish and improvident to talk 
of starting up a family in times like this. But it’s a risk I think we 
ought to take, and if we're bold enough I think we'll get away with 
it. I’m ready to chance it, anyway.’ 

‘Supposing I got killed?’ 

‘T'd have to go to work,’ she said. ‘I’d want to, anyway, if that 
should happen. We’re safe enough, Peter, to do what we want. 
We're healthy and we’re young. You can’t be safer than that.’ 

In the sound of the wood-pigeons calling in the trees behind them, 
and in the sound of running water at their feet, they unpacked their 
tea. ‘It’s not much of a tea,’ said Gervase ruefully. ‘Do you think 
it'll keep you going till breakfast, Peter?’ 

He grinned. ‘We'll look in at the “Horse” and get a can of beer 
and a snack on the way back to the station.’ 

She said, ‘Oh, let’s do that, Peter. I’ve never been to the “Horse’’.’ 
She filled the plastic cup with tea from the thermos. ‘Want a drink?’ 

He did not answer. She looked up at him, and he was staring over 
her shoulder towards the road and the truck behind her back. ‘What 
are you looking at?’ she asked, and turned to see. 

There was a large, camouflaged R.A.F. saloon car stopped upon 
the road. The W.A.A.F. driver was still in her seat. The door of the 
rear seat was open, and an officer in Air Force blue was walking 
down across the meadow to their truck parked by the water-side. 
He was a tall, thick-set man about fifty years of age. He wore two 


___ rows of medal ribbons beneath the wings upon his chest. He wore 


one broad band of light blue braid upon each cuff, with a black band 
each side of it. Gervase stared at him aghast. 

Marshall said very quietly, ‘Christ, it’s the Air Commodore,’ and 
scrambled to his feet. His tunic was unbuttoned and he could not 


- work his hands sufficiently to button it, but he went forward to 
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the truck, leaving Gervase sitting on the ground holding the thermos- 
flask. He had picked up his cap and managed to put that upon his 
head, and he achieved a parody of a salute. 

Air Commodore Baxter was not generally a fussy man, but he had 
little use for insolence; an officer who saluted awkwardly with his 
cap on crooked and his coat unbuttoned was not the sort of officer 
he liked to have about him. ‘Is this your truck?’ he demanded. 

Marshall flushed. ‘Yes, sir.’ 

‘What's it doing here?’ 

The pilot said, ‘I’ve been to Oxford on a service trip, sir. I’m on 
my way back to the station.’ It was no good, he thought; it was a 
fair cop, if ever there was one. 

‘Where are you stationed?’ 

‘At Hartley Magna.’ 

The Air Commodore said, ‘This isn’t the road from Oxford to 
Hartley.’ 

Marshall was silent. He knew that he was six or seven miles out | 
of his course, and it was clear the Air Commodore knew too. 

‘Who is that young woman? Is she stationed at Hartley?’ 

“Yes, sir. She’s my fiancée.’ 

Air Commodore Baxter fixed him with a cold, grey eye. ‘If you 
think you can use service transport for this sort of thing you’re very 
much mistaken.’ He looked the pilot up and down. ‘Button up your 
jacket.’ 

Marshall began to fumble with the buttons impotently. In the © 
background Gervase scrambled to her feet, straightening out her 
skirt. 

‘Do you know who I am?’ the Air Commodore demanded. 

“Yes, sir.’ 

‘Report to me at Group Headquarters, Charwick, to-morrow 
morning at ten o’clock. What’s your name?’ 

‘Flight-Lieutenant Marshall, sir.’ 

There was a momentary pause. 

‘Nightingale Marshall?’ the Air Commodore demanded. 

The pilot hesitated. ‘Yes, sir.’ Gervase slipped up behind him, 
reached round, and did his buttons up one by one from the top. 
Marshall said, ‘I’m sorry, sir. I can’t button things yet.’ 

‘I see. The Air Commodore thought for a moment, and then 
turned to Gervase. ‘What’s your name?’ 

She said in a small voice, ‘Section Officer Robertson, sir.’ 

Baxter stood looking out over the mill-pool at the chestnut trees 
in bloom, at the thermos and the paper bags upon the grass. They 
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had picked a pleasant place, he thought. He turned to them again. 


_ ‘Finish your tea and then take that truck back to Hartley,’ he said. 


“You ought to know better. I think you’re a couple of damn fools. 


_ If you’d run it in behind those bushes there I’d never have seen it.’ 


The pilot grinned faintly. 

‘Come and see me at Group, ten o’clock to-morrow morning, 
Marshall.’ 

‘Very good, sir.’ 

The Air Commodore turned and walked back to his car, and got 
in, and drove off. Gervase and Peter stood and watched it go, the 
pilot white and shaken. ‘First time I’ve ever had a thing like that 
happen to me,’ he said. 

Gervase said, ‘He won’t do anything, Peter. It made a difference 
when you told him who you were.’ 

‘Tm not so sure,’ the pilot said gloomily. They turned and walked 
back over the short grass to their tea. ‘Conduct unbecoming to an 
officer and a gentleman, and conduct unbecoming to an officer and 
a gentlewoman,’ he said. 

‘It was pretty unbecoming,’ said Gervase. ‘I had to stop behind 
and do my tie, or I’d have come with you. I never knew that people 
did such silly things when they were in love.’ 

He laughed and took her arm. She glanced up at him. ‘Anyway, 
Peter,’ she said, ‘your hands are much better . . ’ 

They sat on for an hour beside the stream and finished all their 
food, and then, still hungry, they took the truck and Gervase drove 
it back on to the road. They were only three miles from the station 
by the lanes, but the direct road from Oxford to the aerodrome 
passed by the ‘Black Horse’ in Hartley Magna, so a halt at the ‘Black 
Horse’ was clearly permissible upon a service journey from Oxford 
to the station. It only made a detour of ten miles or so to get back 
on the Oxford Road, and they drew up in the market-place at about 
half past seven. 

At the bar Marshall asked Nellie to ask Mrs Simpson if he could 


_ havea word with her, and when the fat landlady came he asked her 


to take a glass of sherry with them, because they had got engaged. 
And while all that was going on he asked if she could do them 
bacon and eggs because Gervase was feeling a little faint, and pre- 
sently they were sitting down to quite a comprehensive supper in 
the back parlour. 

On their way out they looked into the lounge bar, and Proctor 
was there, and Pat Johnson, and Davy. They went in to thank the 


_ surgeon for his truck. ‘It was terribly nice of you to let us have it,’ 
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said Gervase. ‘It got us into a most frightful row, but that’s not your 
fault.’ 

‘Another row?’ 

They nodded and told him. ‘That makes two in two days,’ said 
Marshall. 

Davy said, ‘And if you stay here to-morrow it'll be three in three 
days, old boy.’ 

Proctor said, ‘I told you what happens when you get engaged. It’s 
just row after row.’ 

Gervase said: thoughtfully, ‘Ma Stevens told me the same thing. 
But it’s all right — we’re going off on leave to-morrow.’ 

Marshall said, ‘I’d like to use the truck again to-morrow morning, 
if I may. I’ve got to go to Group and get my raspberry before going 
off on leave.’ 

They drove back to the station in the truck and parked it in the 
transport yard. In the close privacy of the little ‘cab they said good- 
night in suitable manner; then they got out and went each to their 
own quarters. 

Next morning Gervase drove Marshall over to Group Headquarters 
at Charwick. She parked the truck outside the Headquarters office; 
Marshall got out and went into the offices simultaneously with a 
civilian who arrived in a car labelled Ministry of Aircraft Produc- 
tion. Both deferred to each other at the door of the Secretary’s office; 
the civilian went in first. 

‘Air Commodore Baxter?’ he enquired. 

The W.A.A.F. flight officer evidently knew him. ‘He’s expecting 
you, sir.’ She turned to Marshall. ‘Who is it you want to see?’ 

The pilot said, ‘The Air Commodore told me to report to him at 
ten o'clock, Flight-Lieutenant Marshall.’ 

She said, ‘Just one minute.’ She went through into the inner office, 
closing the door quietly behind her. In a minute she came out again 
and said to the civilian, ‘Would you mind waiting for a few minutes, 
sir? The Air Commodore will see this officer; then he’s free for the 
rest of the morning.’ 

Marshall went forward into the inner office; the door closed behind 
him. Air Commodore Baxter was writing at his desk. He laid down 
his pen and looked up at the young man standing on the carpet in the 
middle of the room. 

‘Morning,’ he said. ‘First, about that truck. I’m not going to have 
service transport used for personal excursions, and you chaps may 
as well understand that right away. There’s been a good deal of 
slackness about that recently, and it’s got to stop. The Battle of the 


634 


? 

Atlantic isn’t fought to bring oil to this counry so that you can use 
‘it to go courting. I’m sending a reminder out to all commanding 
officers to-day. I hope I shan’t have to make an example. Under- 
stand?’ 

Marshall said, ‘Yes, sir.’ 

‘All right. Now about yourself. Wing-Commander Dobbie tells 
me that you’ve done twenty-eight operations of your second tour 
of duty, and that you’re going off on sick leave. I understand you'll 
have to go before a Board before you fly again.’ 

‘That’s what the medical officer told me, sir.’ 

‘That may take some time. Do you want to do a third tour in 
bombers?’ 

‘Not very much. I’d like to be transferred to Coastal if I could. 
I was in Coastal before.’ 

‘All right. Any particular preference in Coastal? I don’t promise 
that you'll get what you want, you know.’ 

‘Td like to be on Liberators, sir. And I’d like to be in Scotland or 
the north somewhere. I don’t want to go overseas much.’ He hesi- 
tated. ‘I’m just getting married.’ 

‘So I observed.’ The Air Commodore made a pencilled note upon 
his pad. ‘Do you want to finish off your tour in bombers — two more 
operations?’ 

Marshall looked up in surprise. ‘Not specially. I’ve done fifty- 
eight.’ 

“Wing-Commander Dobbie tells me that your crew will have to be 
re-formed. It’s hardly worth coming back to form up a new crew 
for only two operations, and then break it up again. You can go to 
‘Coastal right away, as soon as you are through your Board, if you 
like. You'll have three months ground duty before operations, of 
course, after this tour.’ 

‘Td like to do that, sir.’ 

‘All right, Marshall. Anything you want to see me about?’ 

‘I don’t think so.’ 

Air Commodore Baxter got up from his desk. ‘How are your hands 


now?’ 


‘Oh, they’re getting better. I can move them a bit more each day.’ 

‘’m sorry we're going to lose you. That was a good show you 
put up the other night. I’m having it marked up on your record.’ 

‘Thank you, sir.’ 

The Air Commodore moved forward and held out his hand. ‘Good- 
bye, Marshall. Best of luck in Coastal. We shall miss you here.’ 


* * * * 
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The pilot came out through the door. I got up from the chair where . 
I had been sitting with my brief-case on my knee, sub-consciously 
uneasy that I might lose the beastly thing. The secretary said, “The 
Air Commodore will see you now, sir.’ 

I went through into the inner office. Air Commodore Baxter was 
standing by the window looking out; he turned as I came in. 

‘Very good of you to come down,’ he said. “You've brought the 
drawings with you?’ 

‘T’ve brought the installation drawings,’ I said. ‘I didn’t think 
you’d want the manufacturing details, and they’re rather a respon- 
sibility to have about the place. The first three equipments should 
be here to-morrow.’ 

I put my brief-case upon the table, and unlocked it, and unfolded 
my white prints and sheets of typescript. When I looked up again 
he had moved back to the window, presenting his back to me as he 
studied something outside. 

I hesitated, then moved up the room to see what he was looking 
at. All I saw was a little service truck, and the young pilot who had 
come out of the room before me standing by it, talking eagerly to 
a W.A.A.F. section officer in the sunlight. There was nothing else 
but that. 

Baxter turned from the window. ‘The very stuff of England,’ he 
said quietly. 

I smiled. “Those two?’ 

He nodded. 

I was intrigued. ‘Is there anything particular about them?’ I 
enquired. 

‘Nothing particular,’ he said. ‘Just an average good pilot marrying 
one of the girls from his station. He did quite well the other night. 
I’m putting him in for a D.F.C,’ 

I glanced back at the couple by the truck. ‘I’d like to hear about 
that,’ I said. 

The Air Commodore picked up one of my white prints. ‘Is this 
the bit that sticks down under the rear fuselage?’ And then he 
glanced back at the window. ‘Remind me, and I'll tell you about 
that chap some time,’ he said. 

We turned to the drawings. 
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